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Thomas H. Saffer, a former captain in the U.S. 
Marine Corps, is a journalist and the national coor¬ 
dinator of the National Association of Atomic 
Veterans (NAAV). He lives in Newport Beach, 
California. 
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Army, was the author of Make Today Count and 
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Introduction 

By Stewart L. Udall 
Former Secretary of Interior 


This is an alarming book, composed in quiet anger by two 
atomic veterans. The man who started the book, one-time 
Army Sergeant Major, Orville Kelly, is dead, his body riddled 
with cancer. Former Marine Captain Thomas Saffer, who 
wrote the book, is another casualty who has dedicated his life 
to obtaining fair play for the unsuspecting soldiers who were 
put in “front-line trenches” during the years this country was 
testing its new family of nuclear weapons. 

This book is an indictment, an accusation lodged against 
the rash scientists and macho military men who ignored com¬ 
mon-sense precautions in their headlong pursuit of nuclear 
superiority. It is also an expose of a systematic thirty-year 
coverup by high officials in the U.S. government of the 
plague of cancer and other illnesses they needlessly inflicted 
on the soldiers and civilians who were unwitting participants 
in their experiments. 

After Hiroshima and Nagasaki the United States created 
two outdoor laboratories for its nuclear testing programs, one 
in the Marshall Islands in the Pacific and one in Nevada. 
However, unlike France or Britain, this country elected to 
expose its civilians to the fallout from the bombs and to con¬ 
duct “war games” with its soldiers in the penumbra of these 
nuclear explosions. But even if one chooses to argue that such 
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actions were defensible in the Cold War environment of the 
1950s, the appalling truth is that our government is still stone¬ 
walling in the 1980s, still turning its back on the human gui¬ 
nea pigs who were forced to take part in ionizing-radiation 
experiments. 

This book is part of a search for justice which Orville Kelly 
started in 1977, a search which now includes not only the 
atomic veterans who were sacrificed, but the Marshallese and 
the civilians who were downwind from the Nevada tests, the 
test-site employees whose workplace was the poisoned pit at 
Yucca Flat in Nevada, and the early uranium miners who 
were allowed to work underground in air impregnated with 
long-lived radiation emanations. 

I salute Orville Kelly and Thomas Saffer for firing this rifle 
shot at the nuclear establishment, for I am convinced that our 
country has not yet come to terms with the nuclear age. It 
remains for our leaders to admit that supposed “low level” 
radiation causes cancer and other degenerative diseases and 
then for the nation to make restitution to all of those innocent 
citizens who, in the name of national security, bore the bur¬ 
dens of these reckless experiments. 
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The splitting of the atom has changed everything save our 
mode of thinking, and thus we drift towards unparalleled 
catastrophe. 


—Albert Einstein 


Prologue 

On July 15,1945, at Trinity, a site in the New Mexico desert, 
the first atomic bomb was detonated. Military personnel who 
were present at the test and at others conducted subsequently 
were exposed to ionizing radiation without their knowledge 
or consent. Because of this exposure, they have become 
known as atomic veterans. Today, these atomic veterans are 
living and dying examples of humans who were treated with 
less precaution than was taken with the laboratory animals. 
Demands for the advancement of nuclear technology have 
left them with a haunted past and an uncertain future. 

It took nearly thirty-five years for the American people to 
become fully aware of the dangers of radiation. In i 977 » news 
articles about veterans who were contracting cancer and oth¬ 
er chronic and debilitating diseases in larger-than-expected 
numbers and at earlier-than-usual ages triggered responses 
from others who were suffering from similar medical prob¬ 
lems: residents of the Marshall Islands, those living down¬ 
wind from the Nevada Test Site, test site workers, uranium 
miners, nuclear submarine workers, and employees of the 
Rocky Flats nuclear weapons facility. Gradually, these civil¬ 
ians recognized their relationship to the military men who 
were on the islands in the Pacific and in the trenches in 
Nevada during the seventeen-year atmospheric nuclear 
weapons testing program. The civilians and the military men 
had one thing in common: repeated and excessive exposure to 
radiation. 
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Since 1978, congressional investigations have revealed that 
the U.S. nuclear weapons development program may have 
created a human health legacy of major proportions. A total 
of 235 announced atmospheric tests were conducted between 
1945 and 1962, primarily in the Pacific and in Nevada. A total 
of 626 U.S. nuclear detonations, including underground 
blasts, were announced through the year 1979. Approxi¬ 
mately 250,000 military personnel and 150,000 civilians par¬ 
ticipated in the seventeen-year testing program. Additional¬ 
ly, unknown thousands have been exposed to radiation from 
the nuclear weapons’ fuel and manufacturing cycles and the 
continued underground testing of weapons. 

All wars leave scars on both the battlefields and the par¬ 
ticipants; but after the end of most wars, scars of the conflict 
heal as the years pass. Yet today, some twenty years after the 
cessation of atmospheric testing, many of the Cold War 
veterans who had been ordered to assist in the U.S. develop¬ 
ment of nuclear weapons are convinced that they were 
attacked by an insidious killer. Unwarned, they were unpre¬ 
pared to ward off their assailant. Unlike conventional military 
opponents, this invisible adversary could not be defeated. A 
report released in September 1980, by the Center for Disease 
Control in Atlanta, Georgia, shows that instead, this adversary 
has returned again and again to attack and torture its victims. 
The report, a result of the only epidemiological study per¬ 
formed on atomic veterans, disclosed that the incidence of 
leukemia among the 2,595 veterans included in the study was 
nearly three times the level expected. 

When countries send combatants into war, they are rea¬ 
sonably sure that the nation they are defending will care for 
them if they are wounded, disfigured, or disabled. During the 
Cold War years, soldiers, sailors, airmen, and marines were 
sent into test areas where they were exposed to ionizing 
radiation. Yet when the latent effects of their exposure 
became undeniably apparent, the government refused to rec¬ 
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ognize them as radiation victims or in many instances to 
acknowledge that they had ever been at the proving grounds 
where nuclear devices were detonated. Rather than being 
cared for, they were denied assistance. They could only con¬ 
clude that they had been pawns in one of the deadliest games 
ever played with American citizens. 

Thomas Saffer and Orville Kelly were two among tens of 
thousands who discovered that they were suffering from 
radiation-induced illnesses, that they were victims of a swiftly 
developing technology that outran moral responsibility. Or¬ 
ville Kelly was commander of Japtan Island at Eniwetok Atoll 
in the Marshall Islands in 1958. At twenty-two, he was pro¬ 
moted to sergeant major in the U.S. Army, one of the young¬ 
est men to ever hold that prestigious rank. In four months, he 
witnessed twenty-two nuclear blasts. Thomas Saffer was a 
newly commissioned twenty-two-year-old lieutenant in the 
Marine Corps when he was ordered to the Nevada Test Site. 
He participated in three nuclear detonations in June and July 
1957, including a test of the largest experimental device ever 
exploded within the continental limits of the United States. 
Countdown Zero is their story and the story of many others 
like them who were trampled in the mindless race toward 
nuclear superiority. 
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Land of the Giant 

Mushrooms 


. . . troops successfully attacked directly toward ground 
zero immediately following the atomic explosion. You can 
hereafter remember with a sense of pleasure and accom¬ 
plishment that you were one of those troops, a real pioneer 
in experimentation . . . 

—Brigadier General H. P. Storke 
Camp Desert Rock Exercise Director 
June 2,1952 

“Good morning, gentlemen. Welcome to Frenchman Flat, 
the land where the giant mushrooms grow. You will see 
exactly what the survivors of Hiroshima saw. You will be 
closer to a nuclear explosion than any American troops have 
ever been. You may be injured if you do not obey orders.” An 
unseen loudspeaker carried the voice. It droned on: “Today, 
you marine officers will witness a nuclear explosion sched¬ 
uled for detonation at 0630 hours. This shot has been named 
Priscilla, and you are here to become acquainted with the 
effects of nuclear weapons.” There was a pause, and the still 
desert dawn was empty of sound except for the crackling of 
the loudspeaker. Then the voice continued, “The trench 
lines to your immediate front are two miles from ground zero. 
It is now H minus fifty-five minutes.” 
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As the disembodied announcer finished delivering his mes¬ 
sage, the tension among us grew. My own anxiety increased 
as I realized that in less than one hour I, Thomas H. Saffer, 
second lieutenant in the U.S. Marine Corps, would be 
exposed for the first time to the physical and emotional 
effects of a nuclear explosion. What little conversation there 
was ceased when we saw the balloon from which Priscilla was 
suspended being raised slowly into place, seven hundred feet 
above the desert floor. The apparatus seemed terrifyingly 
close. 

As H hour approached, we reviewed our instructions to 
ourselves. Fifteen minutes before the countdown began, we 
were to enter the trenches. Two minutes before the detona¬ 
tion, we were to kneel on one knee with our right sides 
toward Priscilla and shield our tightly closed eyes with our 
left forearms. We had been issued gas masks to prevent us 
from inhaling the dust that would be raised when Priscilla’s 
shock wave passed over the trench. After the detonation, we 
would be taken to within a few hundred yards of ground zero 
to inspect the effects of the blast on the equipment that had 
been placed at calculated distances outward from the hypo- 
center. 

The only potential risk, we were told, would be from gam¬ 
ma rays. One of the natural products of a nuclear explosion, 
these rays would travel at the speed of light in a horizontal 
plane and would pass harmlessly over us if we knelt down in 
the trenches, as we had been told to do. Film badges clipped 
to the breast pockets of our field uniforms—under our field 
jackets—would measure our exposure to these rays. 

It was 5:30 a.m., June 24,1957, four days before my twenty- 
third birthday. The faint light of early dawn picked out the 
hills and the vast desert wasteland surrounding us. It was a 
stark contrast, I remember thinking, to the lush green of the 
northern Virginia countryside, where I lived before I had 
been sent to the Nevada Test Site. Virginia bloomed with 
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lilc My new surroundings looked like a good place to get rid 
11I used razor blades. How did I happen to be at America’s 
(hildoor Nuclear Explosives Laboratory only two short 
mouths after saying goodbye to my family and friends in 
lic.uiliful Virginia? 


Getting There 

You may be whatever you resolve to be. 

—Stonewall Jackson 

I was trained and educated to become a citizen-soldier—a cit¬ 
izen who would contribute something worthwhile to man¬ 
kind, and an officer who would command the respect and 
admiration of his men. I had graduated from VMI, the Vir¬ 
ginia Military Institute, the only school in the country besides 
Annapolis, West Point, and the Air Force Academy that 
requires its graduates to serve for a period in a branch of the 
armed forces. VMI is often called “the West Point of the 
South,” and each day spent there as a cadet instills discipline, 
obedience, and development of a sense of honor, all needed to 
transform young men into capable commissioned officers. I 
learned to follow the orders of my superiors without ques¬ 
tion. 

VMI is steeped in the traditions and history of the South. 
“You may be whatever you resolve to be”—words of Confed¬ 
erate General Thomas Jonathan “Stonewall” Jackson—are 
cut into the stone archway over the entrance to the barracks. I 
had resolved to become a commissioned officer in the United 
States Marine Corps. VMI had graduated three Marine 
Corps Commandants and an untold number of senior offi¬ 
cers. 
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Becoming a Marine Corps officer was not easy in 1956. I 
was rejected twice because my five-foot-six-and-a-half-inch 
stature was one half inch under the prescribed height for offi¬ 
cers. Disappointed but undaunted, I applied for a third time 
and finally was accepted. In June of that year, I was awarded 
the bars of a second lieutenant and the globe-and-anchor 
emblem of a marine. I raised my right hand and promised “to 
bear true faith and allegiance to the United States of Ameri¬ 
ca .. . and obey the orders ... of the Marine Corps.” It 
was the culmination of my life’s ambition at age twenty-one. I 
signed up for three years. I was obligated both by my oath and 
by a written contract, in which my responsibility to my coun¬ 
try and my service were clearly spelled out. Conspicuously 
absent from this contract was any mention of the corps’ or my 
country’s obligation to me. Graduation over and the contract 
signed, my next destination was basic school in Quantico, 
Virginia. 

Basic school lasted eight long and often boring months. 
The newly commissioned officers were indoctrinated daily in 
leadership and combat tactics. An attitude of gung-ho guts 
and glory prevailed. One instructor began every lecture by 
saying: “The greatest honor I could ever achieve would be to 
die on the battlefield defending my country as a Marine 
Corps officer, and I am going to teach you how to defend our 
country.” 

Next, we were assigned to duty stations in the Fleet 
Marine Force. All of us were weary of training, and each of us 
looked forward to assuming his first command. 

Some assignments, of course, were better than others. I felt 
I was one of the fortunate few because I was being sent to 
California. I yearned to leave the East Coast, where I had 
spent all my life, and to travel. Guests at a farewell party in 
my hometown of Middleburg, Virginia, joined their voices in 
a rousing chorus of “California, Here I Come.” The words 
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hll echoed in my head as I reported to Camp Pendleton, the 
I.. of the First Marine Division, on April 18,1957. 

The corporal at the main gate glanced at my orders and 
dhccted me to the base adjutant’s office. Once there, I intro- 
duccd myself to a first lieutenant in charge of assignments. 
A Her thoughtfully studying a large chart on the wall, he said, 
"Looks like we'll put you in the Seventh Marines.” 

I lesitantly, I asked, “Could you please assign me to the 
t ilth Marines? My two roommates are in the First Battalion 
and I would like to be with them.” 

“Urn, let’s see. The Second Battalion needs an officer. I can 
assign you there.” 

Another officer who overheard our conversation said, 
"That’s the group that’s going to Nevada to participate in the 
atomic exercises.” His comment made no impression on me. I 
was simply relieved that my request had been so readily 
granted. 


That same day, wearing my gabardine summer dress uni¬ 
form and carrying my swagger stick, I rode from the base 
adjutant’s office to Camp Santa Marguerita, home of the 
Fifth Marine Regiment, known as the Fighting Fifth. The 
regiment was one of the most tradition-steeped and decorated 
units in the corps and had distinguished itself in two World 
Wars and Korea. The Fifth had been awarded the French 
Fourragere in 1918 for outstanding valor in combat, and its 
officers and men wore the distinctive red-and-green striped 
cord beneath the left epaulet of their dress uniforms. I was 
assigned to F Company, one of the five companies that com¬ 
prised the Second Battalion. When I arrived, F Company was 
out on a field exercise. First Sergeant Mike Esperanza 
acknowledged my arrival and asked me to sit down. 

Within an hour, I heard the company returning to the bar- 
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racks area. The men were chanting and running in formation 
as they approached. After they had been dismissed, I was 
introduced to the company commander, First Lieutenant 
George Ballard. Following a brief indoctrination, I was 
assigned to the second platoon as platoon leader. Before I met 
with my platoon sergeant and my men, Ballard began discuss¬ 
ing the forthcoming exercise. Our battalion had been selected 
as the nucleus of the Fourth Marine Corps Provisional 
Atomic Exercise Brigade, and we were going to Nevada to 
practice combat maneuvers using atomic bombs as offensive 
weapons. I felt a small knot in the pit of my stomach when he 
said the word “atomic,” but I still was excited to be partici¬ 
pating in such an exercise. After all, I was only one month out 
of basic school and anxious to prove myself as a leader. The 
more adverse the conditions, the greater the challenge. And I 
was a highly motivated, confident, physically fit Marine offi¬ 
cer. 


My first two months in the Fleet Marine Force were ones 
of major readjustment. It was clear to me early on that each 
lieutenant was judged carefully on his performance, and I was 
not only the junior officer in the company but the junior offi¬ 
cer in the entire battalion. Ballard was distant in his dealings 
with me. The other two lieutenants in the company tolerated 
me but did not accept me as their buddy. I sought rapport 
with my platoon sergeant, Ray English, a senior noncommis¬ 
sioned officer. English, veteran of World War II and of the 
Korean conflict, had fourteen years of service to his credit. He 
had been the platoon leader for six months before I arrived. 
The men in my platoon held him in highest regard. Suddenly, 
I was his leader. I sensed that he could either make me or 
break me. Realizing I could teach him little, I concentrated 
instead on gaining his respect. 

While I was making my own adjustments to the company 
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mid becoming imbued with its history and tradition, impor- 
tidit plans were being developed in an off-the-beaten-path 
building on another part of the base. Because the wooden 
Imme structure had no identification, a passer-by would not 
Imvc known that inside it the brigade staff was planning a 
1I1 ess rehearsal for nuclear war. 

A newly promoted senior officer. Brigadier General Har¬ 
vey C. Tschirgi, had received orders in January notifying him 
I hat he was to become commander of the brigade, 2,100 
i»llong, made up of units drawn from many different parts of 
I he corps. The laconic Iowan, an experienced planner, was 
enthusiastic about being picked to lead the largest group of 
marines ever to participate in nuclear field exercises. 

Tschirgi was no hell-bent-for-leather type, but he certainly 
was capable. He was reputed to be a tactician who could 
assemble and motivate a staff and get things done. His nearly 
Ihree-year tour of duty as a logistics specialist with the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff in Washington had prepared him well for his 
current assignment. A decorated veteran of the Okinawa, 
Peleliu, and Korean campaigns, he believed, like many of his 
fellow senior officers, that nuclear war was inevitable. His 
mission was to create a proficient team of nuclear warriors to 
prevail in such a holocaust. 

Detailed planning carried out under tight security was 
essential. Marine officers reviewed the after-action reports of 
the three previous brigades that had gone to the Nevada Test 
Site. They analyzed the missions and objectives of the field 
maneuvers and developed an operations plan for the Fourth 
Brigade. Completed and issued on May 27 as Brigade Order 
003121.2, it stated that the mission of the brigade was to “em¬ 
ploy all means available by use of atomic fires and troop par¬ 
ticipation to detect, delay, and destroy enemy mechanized 
forces in the zone of action.” The execution section of the 
order included the words, “employ atomic munitions as 
required and directed.” 
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The brigade would execute field maneuvers after the 
detonation of a shot named Diablo. This device, a product of 
the University of California Radiation Laboratory at Liver¬ 
more, was expected to have a yield approximately equal to 
that of the bomb dropped on Hiroshima. It was scheduled to 
be detonated June 26 from the top of a five-hundred-foot steel 
tower. 

When the brigade order was received by the Second Bat¬ 
talion, troop preparation began in earnest. For nearly a 
month, we readied ourselves to show off the country’s finest 
fighting force at its absolute best. In the field at Camp Pen¬ 
dleton we practiced launching a coordinated assault, pursuing 
a fleeing enemy. When we had pushed our adversary to his 
last line of defense, we would stop and lie quietly, awaiting 
deployment of “the bomb.” A one-ton TNT explosion was 
set off, the blast echoing through the nearby hills. A column 
of black smoke rising in the distance signaled us to renew the 
attack. En masse, we rushed toward the objective in vertical 
envelopment fashion, attacking from three sides simulta¬ 
neously, while planes strafed overhead and tanks advanced 
from the flanks. Parts of the battalion were lifted by helicop¬ 
ter to the final objective; others were transported by armored 
personnel carriers. My platoon pursued on foot. The execu¬ 
tion of the maneuver was an impressive sight. Each time we 
rehearsed the battle plan our timing improved. I could not 
imagine any enemy force surviving such an onslaught. We 
always defeated the “foreign” adversary. We were totally pre¬ 
pared. Yes, we marines would demonstrate to the world that 
“Semper Fi” and “gung ho” were not empty words. We 
young, Cold War marines could uphold the proud tradition 
of the corps on the hot new battlefields of the atomic age. 

We were assured repeatedly that no harm would come to 
us because the 1957 test series marked the advent of the 
“clean” bomb—in contrast to a “dirty” bomb, it would pro¬ 
duce only an insignificant amount of radioactive fallout. A 
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lew months before our arrival in Nevada, the question of the 
(lean bomb had been the subject of a protracted debate with¬ 
in I lie nuclear community. 

On February 11,1957, the Atomic Energy Commission held 
meeting number 1265. The directors of the nation’s two 
nuclear weapons centers, Los Alamos and the University of 
(California Radiation Laboratory at Livermore, were there 
and made a presentation to the commissioners about the labo- 
ulories’ objectives during the Plumbbob series. Norris Brad¬ 
bury, director of Los Alamos, told AEC Chairman Lewis 
Strauss, “There has been no specific effort to develop clean 
weapons for the current series. This phase of weapons devel¬ 
opment is difficult to pursue except for a full-scale thermonu¬ 
clear test series.” In other words, nuclear weapons technology 
bad not progressed to the point where clean weapons could 
be produced without thermonuclear tests. “Thermonuclear” 
was synonymous with “hydrogen,” and no hydrogen tests 
were supposed to be conducted in Nevada. An executive 
order limited tests in the continental desert to small-yield 
atomic devices. 

Yet four months later, on June 23, Chairman Strauss, Dr. 
Edward Teller, and his colleague from Livermore, Dr. E. O. 
Lawrence, met with President Eisenhower for forty-five min¬ 
utes at the White House. That afternoon, Eisenhower 
emerged with an official statement for the media. Beaming, 
Ike said, “We will produce an absolutely clean bomb, and the 
current series is designed to see how clean we can make 
them.” 

National and international concern over the damaging 
effects of contaminated fallout had led the Atomic Energy 
Commission and the nuclear laboratories to attempt to 
reduce the radioactivity in atomic and thermonuclear clouds. 
In 1955, Chairman Strauss released a document that described 
the nature of contamination from shot Bravo, which had been 
fired in the Pacific the previous year: “About 7,000 square 
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miles of territory downwind was so contaminated that surviv¬ 
al might have depended upon prompt evacuation or upon 
taking shelter and other protective measures.” 

The Supreme Allied Commander of NATO, General 
Alfred Gruenther, read the report and quickly sent a top- 
secret message to the Joint Chiefs of Staff requesting infor¬ 
mation about protective measures for troops in the field dur¬ 
ing a nuclear attack. The NATO commander and his subor¬ 
dinates were concerned that American soldiers would be 
endangered by the fallout from U.S. bombs during a nuclear 
battle. Shortly after the inquiry, the NATO commander 
received a reply from the JCS: “Although a great deal is 
unknown about fallout, the problem is a manageable one.” 
The method of management, however, was not spelled out. 
The AEC in 1955 had its own theory about fallout. Forever 
sensitive to criticism and staunchly defending its role in the 
development of nuclear weapons. Commissioner Willard F. 
Libby, during a February 1955 AEC meeting, angrily 
declared, “People have got to learn to live with the facts of 
life, and part of the facts of life are fallout!” 

News from the outside world rarely reached us at the test 
site, and we were unaware of the statements made in official 
circles. In an attempt to dispel any fear we might have, our 
superiors assured us that our nuclear test experience would 
be comparable to observing the explosion of a large conven¬ 
tional weapon. There was nothing to worry about, they 
promised, but we were cautioned again and again not to dis¬ 
cuss our activities with anyone. 

In earlier testing years, particularly in the North Pacific 
region of the Marshall Islands, military participants were 
required to sign agreements in which they promised not to 
discuss their mission. Violators were subject to a ten-thou- 
sand-dollar fine and/or a ten-year prison sentence. It was not 
uncommon for armed personnel to be present during the 
signing. One of the participants recalls being warned that if 
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In violated the agreement he would never live to see the 
"in Id outside Leavenworth. Fearing retaliation, men went to 
I hoi 1 graves without revealing, even to their families, that 
they had participated in nuclear weapons tests. 

My 1957 nuclear weapons test participants no longer had to 
off'll security agreements. It was difficult to conceal the fact 
(I1.1t nuclear weapons were being detonated. The flash from 
the explosion could be seen for hundreds of miles across the 
Uni. southwestern desert, and the nuclear clouds were easily 
(lacked. Maintaining nuclear supremacy was the prime U.S. 
objective, and openly demonstrating nuclear weapons capa¬ 
bility was one way to establish and maintain that supremacy. 
I hc 1957 Plumbbob series was publicized, and we marines 
assisted with the publicity. Three weeks before our departure 
lot the test site, each marine in the brigade was photo- 
giaphed. We posed in our field dungarees and steel helmets 
111 Iront of an artificial desert scene of rocks, shrubs, cactus, 
blown sand, and a yucca tree. The pictures were sent to our 
hometown newspapers with a press release that told of our 
participation in the atomic exercises. The caption under my 
photograph read, “At Test Site—Lieutenant Thomas H. Saf- 
Icr, USMC, will participate in the first extensive troop exer¬ 
cises in the current series of atomic tests at Camp Desert 
Rock, Nevada.” 

I had been at Camp Pendleton for sixty days when our 
brigade was sent to the Nevada desert. We arrived at Camp 
I )esert Rock on June 18,1957, flying from Marine Corps Air 
Station El Toro in California to Indian Springs Air Force 
base in Nevada and then proceeding by truck to our tempo¬ 
rary home—tents that had been set up by an advance par¬ 
ty- 

One of the first things to greet us was a bulletin entitled 
Camp Desert Rock Information Book, wherein we read, “The 
sun, not the bomb, is your worst enemy at Camp Desert 
Rock.” 
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The living conditions in that wasteland were the most mis¬ 
erable I had ever known. Daily temperatures reached 120 °F, 
and the heat in our canvas tent once hit 130°F, the upper 
limit of our thermometer. We never put our tent flaps down, 
and we awoke daily to find ourselves covered with a layer of 
dust blown in by the hot desert winds. Our miserable quar¬ 
ters were only fourteen miles from the site of the atomic 
detonations. Much of our food was laden with dust and small 
particles of sand. At times, gusts of wind reduced visibility to 
less than twenty-five feet. 

In contrast, two miles away stood Camp Mercury, where 
Atomic Energy Commission and nuclear laboratory person¬ 
nel were comfortably quartered in ventilated tin buildings 
protected from the blowing desert dust and sand. (They even 
had recreation provided by “Poker Joe,” a professional 
gambler, and many an AEC employee left the test site with 
less cash than when he arrived.) 

Like all marines, we learned to adjust to conditions, and I 
felt a surge of pride in the knowledge that my platoon and I 
would have an opportunity to perform in exemplary Marine 
Corps fashion. We had been led to believe that we would 
represent the cutting edge of tactical deployment in the new 
age of atomic warfare. We believed that the use of an atomic 
bomb as an assault weapon would contribute dramatically to 
combat readiness for any form of warfare. We were frequent¬ 
ly reminded that it was an honor to have been chosen for this 
mission. 

We actually knew very little about the test site or why we 
were picked to be placed only a few miles from a nuclear 
blast. In 1950, the Atomic Energy Commission and Los Ala¬ 
mos Laboratory wanted to test nuclear weapons closer to the 
point of manufacture. Pacific tests were prohibitively expen¬ 
sive and security posed a problem. President Truman 
approved a series of tests of low-yield atomic devices in 
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Nevada. The remote desert area was selected because it was 
viilually uninhabited, had no substantial population within 
marly seventy miles, was next to an existing air force gun- 
miy range, and afforded maximum security. Although no 
mention was made of the wind direction, the prevailing 
winds blew east over southern Utah. The desert testing area 
1:1 rw to encompass 1,350 square miles. The operations area at 
( amp Mercury was approximately sixty-five miles north of 
I as Vegas and thirty-five miles south of Beatty, Nevada. 

When Nevada was selected as a Continental Test Site, the 
A EC’s Division of Biology and Medicine cautioned that fall- 
mil from the site could become a health hazard and recom¬ 
mended that only underground tests be conducted. The Joint 
(lliicfs of Staff and the Department of Defense disagreed, 
iiiguing that only aboveground tests could provide realistic 
assessments of military effects. The Defense Department also 
believed that there was an urgent and pressing need for all 
I he armed services to obtain practical field experience with 
nuclear weapons. 

In 1952, the Defense Department attempted to gain control 
of troop maneuvers at the test site. The AEC balked, main¬ 
taining that the agency’s rigid safety precautions would have 
to be altered substantially if military personnel were allowed 
to maneuver freely at the site. 

The Department of Defense and the Pentagon grumbled 
about the AEC requirement that troops be seven miles from 
ground zero during a nuclear blast. Foot soldiers, the Penta¬ 
gon reasoned, should have realistic combat training during 
atomic testing. The Marine Corps was particularly adamant 
about close-range troop participation. The corps maintained 
that its well-trained, disciplined troops could maneuver much 
closer to ground zero than the distance specified by the 
AEC. 

The AEC’s Division of Biology and Medicine warned, “the 
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nuclear explosion is experimental in type, and its yield cannot 
be predicted with accuracy. Any injury or death during the 
explosion might well have serious effects.” 

Undaunted and ignoring the AEC’s warnings, the Defense 
Department persisted and sent a letter to the AEC’s Division 
of Military Applications, which was directed by Brigadier 
General K. E. Fields. “The Department of Defense wishes to 
assume full responsibility for the physical and radiological 
safety of troops and troop observers while in the Nevada 
Proving Grounds.” 

The director of the Division of Military Applications for¬ 
warded the message to the AEC, recommending that the 
Defense Department’s request be granted. On December 23, 
1952, the AEC yielded to the military’s demands. Radiologi¬ 
cal-safety responsibility for military participants at the test 
site was transferred from experts to amateurs. 

The 1952 tests in Nevada were the first to have troops in 
trenches as close as four miles to ground zero. Shortly after 
the detonation the men attacked toward ground zero in mock 
assaults. 

The military’s maximum allowable radiation dosage was 
raised to 6 roentgens—almost double the dosage allowed 
Atomic Energy Commission personnel. AEC employees 
wore protective clothing in the field; military personnel wore 
their field dungarees and a steel helmet. 

Military radiological safety officers were taught that troops 
could withstand as much as 300 roentgens and continue to 
function. The Army’s official Infantry School Quarterly, in an 
apparent attempt to allay fears of radiation exposure, 
reported: 

The facts are: 

Your troops can move into or leave an exposed 
area a few minutes after an air burst. A soldier is not 
a casualty until he requires treatment. Even though 
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he has been exposed to a lethal dose of radiation, he 
can perform his combat mission until symptoms 
appear. 

Radioactivity does not permanently affect sexual 
potency. Men exposed to radiation can have normal 
children. Radiation sufficient to produce permanent 
sterility or impotency would also be lethal. 

Kcgardless of the accuracy of the standard of the day as far 
Hi mdiological safety was concerned, we never were enlight¬ 
ened; we did not once have a lecture by a radiological-safety 
officer. We, the foot soldiers, trained to fight on a nuclear 
huttlefield, were told only that a trench was our best friend 
mid our protector. 

Because no one wanted a group of marines at a nuclear test 
tile worrying about the potential life-threatening experiences 
I hey might be subjected to, we were purposely kept ignorant 
and never had contact with anyone but other military person¬ 
nel at Desert Rock. We were totally unaware of the activities 
of the Atomic Energy Commission and the laboratory per¬ 
sonnel. We were warned not to talk with media representa¬ 
tives. During rare moments of levity, I rehearsed how not to 
divulge information with members of my platoon. I put a 
white sock over a pear, and acting as though I were a reporter, 
I would call one of my men over to me and pretend I was 
interviewing him for a major network. My men always 
answered with, “I’m sorry, mister, but I don’t know anything 
about anything.” None of us was going to be guilty of violat¬ 
ing national security! We were like the three classic monkeys: 
we saw nothing, we heard nothing, and we spoke of noth¬ 
ing. 

I had no thoughts about the number of tests conducted 
before my arrival, and only years later—twenty-three years 
later—did I learn that I was participating in the series known 
as Plumbbob. The series ultimately involved 20,103 military 
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personnel and two large contingents of civil-defense people. 
During the years 1951-1962, 80,000 military personnel 
trooped the desert sands of the most radioactively contami¬ 
nated place in the United States. 


The 1957 continental series began with the first atmospher¬ 
ic detonation, known as shot Boltzman, which was exploded 
from a five-hundred-foot tower on May 28. The term “shot” 
was used by the AEC instead of “bomb,” because the nuclear 
devices of 1957 were detonated from towers or balloons and 
not dropped from airplanes: the marines used “shot” and 
“bomb” interchangeably. Plumbbob ended with shot Mor¬ 
gan, detonated on October 7. Military personnel from the 
U.S. Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marine Corps and from the 
Canadian armed forces performed maneuvers in connection 
with the series. 

We marines were prepared for our field exercises, but we 
were not prepared for the dangers of the blast or for the ther¬ 
mal effects and radiation exposure we were about to experi¬ 
ence. During our free time, we speculated about the forth¬ 
coming test. We all knew that the detonation would be dif¬ 
ferent from the TNT explosions we had seen at Camp 
Pendleton, but we had no concept of the extent of the differ¬ 
ence. No one in our group had ever seen an atomic explosion, 
and no one who had witnessed an atmospheric test briefed us. 
We were told again at the site that we would not be harmed; 
that the bombs were “clean,” with little radioactivity; and 
that there was nothing to fear because the trenches would 
protect us. Alpha and beta rays, neutrons, americium, urani¬ 
um, plutonium, strontium 90, and cesium—terms vaguely 
familiar to us—were never mentioned. 

With each succeeding series of tests between 1952 and 
1957, marines were moved closer and closer to the actual 
detonation, tentatively at first, but later without caution. 
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hi ginning > n 1955, the test site manager reported directly to 
Ihr AFC’s manager of the Division of Military Applications; 
■ in c the applications manager was an Army major general, he 
11 ild his subordinates not to interfere with the military’s plans 
dl I he site. 

When a marine unit goes into the field to conduct a 
maneuver, the exercise is referred to as a “problem.” My bri- 
1 nlc actually had a series of problems to complete in Nevada. 
Hie first problem was named Priscilla. 


38 Kilotons 

With 38 kilotons, what do you get? 

Nausea, red face, and a frenzied sweat. 

—T.H.S. 

Sunday, June 23,1957, began like any other Sunday at the site, 
with religious services conducted by the brigade’s chaplain. 
I lowever, after services something unexpected happened: we 
officers and noncommissioned officers of staff sergeant rank 
and higher were placed on “stand by”; liberty was canceled. 
Toward the end of the day, after our allotted evening shower 
and before supper, our company commander summoned the 
staff noncommissioned officers and us three lieutenant pla¬ 
toon leaders to the company command post. We helped our¬ 
selves to ice water or coffee and sat down. 

George Ballard, our commanding officer, had been attend¬ 
ing a briefing most of the afternoon. He told us we were going 
to witness the detonation of a bomb named Priscilla. The 
company commander went on to explain that we would be 
observers and would get the “feel” of an actual atomic explo¬ 
sion. We would then brief our troops on what to expect dur- 
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ing the field exercise on June 26 in connection with shot Di 
ablo. We were told that Priscilla would have an explosive 
force of 14,000 tons of TNT; Diablo would be larger. 

Ballard said that we officers would observe the blast from 
the trench lines two miles from ground zero at a location 
called Frenchman Flat, one of many dry lakes in the area. 
The sergeants would see the blast from a vantage point eight 
miles away. We would perform a postdetonation inspection 
to determine the bomb’s effects. Departure was scheduled for 
0230 hours. The only equipment we would have, besides our 
usual field uniforms, would be gas masks. These masks would 
be worn by those of us who were going into the trenches. 
Ballard concluded his briefing: “There are no other additions 
to the uniform. You will be wearing utilities [field uniforms], 
web gear [cartridge belts], and steel pots [helmets] with brown 
side out. Any questions?” 

There were none. 


That same evening at Camp Mercury, A 1 Taylor from 
Pocatello, Idaho, was lying in his bunk thinking about the 
next day’s activities. He was the assistant training officer of 
the Idaho Civil Defense Department and had come to the test 
site on June 17 to participate in civil-defense training. He had 
observed shot Wilson five miles from ground zero on June 18 
and thought the 10-kiloton device was possibly the most strik¬ 
ing event he had ever witnessed. Taylor was impressed by 
the scientific project officers’ concern for his safety. When 
Taylor went into the field, he wore specially designed protec¬ 
tive clothing. He had been given seventy-seven handouts 
containing information about radiation. Some of the titles 
were: “Clothing for Protection Against Nuclear and Thermal 
Radiation,” “Blast Damage from Nuclear Weapons,” “What 
You Should Know About Radioactive Fallout,” “Questions 
and Answers on Fallout,” and “Radiation Hazards.” 
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I'tiscilla was going to be interesting to Taylor because he 
would have an opportunity to study bomb shelters that had 
firm designed to withstand the force of the blast. He would 
nlocrvc the shot from the Fire Direction Control Center. He 
Irli lie would be safe because he would be ten miles from 
, tumid zero at the time of the actual detonation. He would 
not make the trip to Frenchman Flat to examine the effect on 
shelters until three days after the detonation, and not even 
lIn n if measured radioactivity in the area made it inadvis¬ 
able. 


At Indian Springs Air Force Base, First Lieutenant John 
Alder was playing cards. His squadron, the 4926 Test Squad- 
mil, had been moved to Nevada from Kirkland Air Force 
Muse in Albuquerque, New Mexico. Alder was an air force 
officer in his third year of cloud sampling for the AEC. Flying 
u modified F-84 jet fighter, he had two missions to perform 
alter each nuclear shot: to collect particulate matter on spe¬ 
cially designed metal grids attached to the fuel tanks on the 
wings of his aircraft and to record the prompt gamma radia¬ 
tion dosage readings from instruments designed to measure 
tadiation intentionally allowed to seep into the aircraft. As 
soon as Alder and his fellow pilots made their first pass into, 
the radioactive clouds, they radioed the readings to the base. 
Many times a scientific adviser from the AEC accompanied 
Alder or one of the other pilots on a cloud-sampling mission; 
and he, like the pilot, wore a lead-lined suit and breathed 100 
percent pure oxygen through a mask. 

Alder had total faith in his equipment. Between missions, 
his aircraft was thoroughly checked and serviced by a crack 
ground crew. These technicians also wore special clothing 
and respirators. They submitted daily urine and fecal speci¬ 
mens to determine if they had ingested or inhaled any pluto¬ 
nium. 
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Alder, like the other pilots, wore a film badge but com¬ 
plained that there was often a discernible difference between 
the dosage the instruments inside the aircraft recorded and 
what his film badge registered. Because of this discrepancy, 
he and the other pilots did not consider their film badge read¬ 
ings accurate. Tests to determine the cause of the divergent 
readings were inconclusive. 

„ Ald< ;[ recalled the 1955 Nevada series as being extremely 
“dirty.” The explosive nuclear devices were in large metal 
canisters and were detonated from steel towers. Because both 
the canisters and the towers were vaporized by the explosions 
and then mixed with sucked-up ground debris and dirt, a 
large amount of radioactive material was blown into the 
atmosphere. An extremely radioactive cloud was formed, and 
the pilots were unable to perform their missions for five or six 
hours after a shot. 

Following the 1955 continental series, Alder was among 
pilots sampling the large detonations of Operation Redwing 
at the two Pacific atolls of Bikini and Eniwetok. Although the 
Pacific was beautiful and the pilots’ leisure time was spent 
skin diving and swimming, Alder and his buddies were 
pleased to be back on the mainland. Sampling the smaller 
clouds of Nevada allowed the pilots to develop a special loop 
method of maneuvering, and Alder was especially proud of 
his skills. He would fly directly at the intersection of the stem 
and base of a mushrooming cloud. When he was within a few 
yards of his target, he would pull the stick back, accelerate, 
and literally shoot up through the top of the cloud. He would 
repeat the maneuver until he had fulfilled his mission. The 
pilots referred to particulate matter as “dog” and to prompt 
gamma radiation as “rascal.” When the dog and rascal read¬ 
ings were within the expected range, Alder radioed the code 
words red, white, and blue” to base. When the radioactivity 
readings indicated an especially hot cloud, he used the code 
words “chili pepper.” 
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Mi In's squadron had returned to the Nevada test site in 
blowing that the package size of the nuclear devices 
Imi.I been reduced considerably. Those devices with larger 
.•I lil-. would be suspended from balloons. A promise of clean- 
• 1 bombs meant that the cloud-sampling flights would not be 
•it layed. 


'.even miles from Frenchman Flat, ten AEC field men 
•• ir preparing to spend the night in a reinforced-concrete 
bunker below ground level. One of the men would watch the 
ilHonation of the shot through a shielded periscope while the 
others cither rested or took turns peering at the ascending 
ho ball through the periscope. After the detonation, they 
would don protective clothing and retrieve recording instru¬ 
ments placed near ground zero. 


In the Fire Direction Control Center, ten miles away from 
where Priscilla was hanging from a helium-filled balloon. Dr. 
t Jerald Johnson and his men busily completed their check-out 
procedures before the detonation, scheduled for 6:30 a.m. Dr. 
johnson had joined Livermore Laboratory in 1953 and had 
managed to weather the storms of criticism that had resulted 
horn the California laboratory’s early failures and miscalcula¬ 
tions. The bespectacled physicist experienced a particularly 
difficult relationship with Los Alamos management during 
the Pacific tests of 1956. After he returned to California he 
insisted on better treatment for Livermore personnel. His 
pleas were answered when the AEC appointed him the scien¬ 
tific technical test director of the Plumbbob series. The 
appointment was significant in that it was the first time a 
scientist from the California laboratory was placed in charge 
of a nuclear test series. Johnson was in charge in the control 
center, and only he could issue the order to fire the shot. The 
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electrical impulses flowing through the cable to the terminals 
affixed to Priscilla would be carefully monitored. Standing 
next to Johnson were the bomb’s designer and a representa 
tive from the Department of Defense. 

The two-story control center where the scientists worked 
was specially constructed into the side of a hill. It was made of 
concrete reinforced with steel and was designed both to with 
stand blast effects and to repel radiation. The scientists 
entered through one of four doors. On the upper floor was the 
control room. On the lower floor, protected by the hill, were 
quarters for laboratory personnel. Briefing rooms were next 
to the living quarters. 

The control center was always the hub of activity before a 
nuclear detonation. During the evening of June 23 and the 
early morning of June 24, it was particularly active. Priscilla, 
the fifth planned detonation of the Plumbbob series, was a 
joint project of the Department of Defense and the Los Ala¬ 
mos Laboratory. Unlike other experiments, this one was 
designed to test thermal and blast effects, and it was the larg¬ 
est thus far detonated in the series. A successful explosion 
was critical to the nuclear weapons planning of the Defense 
Department. Although Priscilla was designed by Los Alamos 
and Scientific Test Director Johnson was associated with 
Livermore Laboratory—and the rivalry between the two 
nuclear laboratories at times was bitter—on this June morn¬ 
ing the detonation of the nuclear device was all that mat¬ 
tered. 

Test Site Manager James Reeves conferred with meteorol¬ 
ogists for assurance that the perfect weather conditions would 
hold. The light on the top of the flagpole at Camp Desert 
Rock was green, indicating that conditions were “go.” Reeves 
alone had the authority to make the final decision as to 
whether conditions were right for a shot to be ordered. A few 
minutes before the scheduled firing, Reeves would join 
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jiilimiiii in the control room and nod his approval for the test 
to | m hi red. 


At ji: 30 on the morning of June 24, we marines boarded 
l mm f v 1'he desert had cooled noticeably, and we were wear- 
mi: field jackets over our combat dungarees. I thought to 
ttiy"Well, I guess this is why we came out here. In a few 
liuiin, I’ll know what an atomic bomb looks like.” We left 
trill < ity, drove past Camp Mercury, and headed for French- 
111,111 Flat. About an hour later we reached the trench area and 
filial out of the trucks. 

It was a crystal-clear desert night, and the stars were excep¬ 
tionally bright. A slight breeze brought a pleasant change 
lioin the oppressive heat of the day. When the trucks 
drpurted, there was no sound except for the distant purring of 
llic generator used to power the searchlight illuminating our 
new girl friend: two miles ahead of us, she hung suspended 
(mm a parabola-shaped, helium-filled balloon seventy-five 
Irct in diameter. We lay down behind the trenches in the 
dust and dirt and napped. 

As day broke over the bleak Nevada desert, I could see 
vat ious types of equipment scattered about. Tanks and trucks 
were positioned beneath the balloon and extended outward 
I tom ground zero toward us. A few hundred yards in front of 
us were mannequins standing like scarecrows in a long-barren 
field. Directly behind my trench was the mannequin of half a 
soldier. His upper torso wore a utility jacket, and a helmet 
covered his head. Because Priscilla was a weapons effects test, 
the equipment and the mannequins were being exposed to 
evaluate the effects of the bomb on them. 

I did not know that there were dogs, monkeys, burros, and 
pigs positioned at various distances from the bomb’s hypo- 
center. The pigs had been dressed in military uniforms and 
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placed behind glass shields. Officials from the Defense 
Department wanted to use the pigs in a simulated test of blast 
effect on a uniformed man standing erect, but for months 
their determined efforts to train the pigs to stand on their 
hind legs had met with only disinterested grunts. When the 
bomb was detonated, the problem was solved. A moment of 
terror accomplished what months of training could not. The 
pigs not only stood erect but leaped over the enclosure fences 
as particles of glass drove deep into their bodies. 

At about 5:30 a.m. there was an explosion. A cloud of black 
smoke was instantly visible five hundred yards to Priscilla’s 
right. At the sound, one of the lieutenants sprang to his feet 
and ran toward the trench kicking up puffs of dust. We all 
laughed out loud. When he was ten feet from the trench, he 
stopped, realizing that the bomb had not exploded after all. 
The noise was from some TNT detonated by AEC personnel 
to check wind velocity and direction. 

At 6:15 the disembodied voice we had heard earlier over an 
unseen loudspeaker boomed again. “Gentlemen, proceed to 
the trenches.” In the soft light of the desert dawn, we filed 
silently toward the narrow enclosure that would hold us cap¬ 
tive for what would seem an interminable period. Entering 
through a cut in the trench wall nearest us, we walked down a 
slight dirt incline to the powdery bottom. The trenches 
resembled those used during World War I except that there 
were no ledges for footing or seating. They were two and 
one-half feet wide with vertical walls five and one-half feet 
high. 

After moving down the dusty incline, I turned right, 
walked a few yards, and stopped. I stood there, awaiting fur¬ 
ther instructions. 

The loudspeaker barked an order, “Face left, put your gas 
masks on, and replace your helmets. Kneel on your left knee, 
and remain in this position. Do not stand. I repeat, do not 
stand.” I obediently followed the command and placed my 
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l. Il knee on the powdery desert dust that lined the bottom of 
Uh- ticnch. The coolness of the earth penetrated the thin 
Iftyrt of cloth between my knee and the desert floor. 

•'Place your left forearm over your eyes. Close your eyes 
lightly, and do not open them. It is now H minus five.” I felt 
my eyelashes brushing the plexiglass lens of the gas mask as I 
followed the brusque order of the voice. 

In the control tower, Johnson and the young designer of the 
weapon scanned the lighted panel and watched carefully as 
I hr color of each individual light changed from red to green. 

I. ver ything was proceeding as scheduled. Priscilla would soon 
l,|| the sky above Frenchman Flat with a kaleidoscope of 
nuclear colors. 

We remained kneeling in the trench, bent low to the 
ground, filled with anxiety and anticipation, not knowing 
exactly what to expect. 

"It is now H minus thirty seconds and counting.” 

The only sound was my own breathing and the humming 
of the loudspeaker. I began to perspire and felt the moisture 
collecting on my cheeks inside my gas mask. I nervously 
stroked the stubble on my chin with my right hand and then 
fdt beneath my field jacket to assure myself that the film 
badge was still there. It was clipped to the flap on my left 
breast pocket on my utility jacket. I strained to keep my eyes 
closed tightly. 

The loudspeaker started the countdown. “Ten . . . five, 
four, three, two, one.” 

At zero, I heard a loud click. Immediately, I felt an intense 
heat on the back of my neck. A brilliant flash accompanied 
the heat, and I was shocked when, with my eyes tightly 
closed, I could see the bones in my forearm as though I were 
examining a red x-ray. I learned many years later that I had 
been x-rayed by a force many times greater than a normal 
medical x-ray. 

Within seconds, a thunderous rumble like the sound of 
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thousands of stampeding cattle passed directly overhead, 
pounding the trench line. Accompanying the roar was an 
intense pressure that pushed me downward. The shock wave 
was traveling at nearly four hundred miles per hour, pushed 
toward us by the immense energy of the explosion. The 
sound and the pressure were both frightening and deafening. 
The earth began to gyrate violently, and I could not control 
my body. 1 was thrown repeatedly from side to side and 
bounced helplessly off one trench wall and then off the other. 
Overcome by fear, I opened my eyes. I saw that I was being 
showered with dust, dirt, rocks, and debris so thick that I 
could not see four feet in front of me. I could not locate the 
person who had been nearest to me in the trench. A light 
many times brighter than the sun penetrated the thick dust, 
and 1 imagined that some evil force was attempting to swal¬ 
low my body and soul. I thought the world was coming to an 
end. I was certain that, with the raging, angry shaking of the 
earth, the very ground beneath me would be rent asunder. If 
what I was experiencing was an example of nuclear war, I 
wanted no part of it. I saw no way that friend or foe, marine or 
foreign adversary could survive such an experience. 

As the initial sound wave bounced off the surrounding 
mountains and returned, we were struck by a second shock 
wave. A loud noise comparable to a tremendous clap of thun¬ 
der made me cringe. The trembling of the earth mercifully 
ended at last. 

I had been bounced helplessly around in the trench for ten 
to twelve seconds that seemed like an eternity. I felt as 
though I had been attacked and savagely beaten by a gang of 
toughs who hammered on my helmet and tore at my clothing 
from all sides. I was alive but dazed. No one had prepared me 
for what I had experienced. Had something gone wrong or 
was my encounter typical of a nuclear explosion? 

Priscilla had not been the 14-kiloton lady we had been 
promised. She had erupted with the overwhelming force of a 
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|K kiloton monster. Whose decision was it to place us only 
I w<> miles from such a vengeful creature? 

()n the ridge line eight miles away with the staff noncom¬ 
missioned officers from our battalion was First Lieutenant 
l .iic “Rip” Wieler. He recalls, 

We had to turn our backs to the flash. The heat at 
eight miles stung and singed the backs of our necks. 

We were allowed to turn around after five seconds. 
After twenty-five seconds, the shock wave hit. Sev¬ 
eral people who were looking up at the mushroom 
and not expecting the shock wave were knocked off 
their feet and thrown against a bus with such inten¬ 
sity that the sides of the vehicle were dented in a 
number of places. It [the shock wave] blew the hel¬ 
mets off the heads of half a dozen people. I saw the 
wave coming because it was advancing rapidly in a 
cloud of dust and, unlike the other marines, I hit the 
deck and hugged the ground as the force passed. 
Altogether, it was quite impressive, and none of us 
will ever forget it. 

In the control center, Johnson and his associates rushed to 
the thickly paned glass window and watched the bomb's 
beautiful display of colors. A ring of gaseous fire was visible 
near the top of the double-tiered mushroom cloud. Even 
veterans of many detonations found the sight ethereal. The 
scientists could not watch for long, however, as the shock 
wave was racing menacingly toward the control center. 
Although the center had been designed to withstand its force, 
these men backed away from the window when they saw the 
dust approaching. They were startled by a loud noise. After 
the shock wave had passed, they rushed to the lower level of 
the building to find out what had happened. There, embed- 
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ded in the far wall of the room, was a steel door. Someone had 

2 ST ed M° C 0Se a 0ne of the four doors, and the steel panel 
had been blown off its hinges. Four miles beyond the control 

crikld n \°J a thick COncrete hadb^n 

cracked. Clearly, the men who had designed this weapon had 

“S P red,cted Its terrifying, cataclysmic force. 

On the hill next to the control center, A 1 Taylor and his 

wave d reachedT Pan ^>ons were knocked down when the shock 

h^l J r AS hC Stru ^ led t0 his feet ^d brushed 
himself off, Taylor nonetheless thought that Priscilla was the 

7 lTtT S ' ght hC had CVer Seen ‘ The hanging colors 
rln fireba .™ esme " zed him as the mushroom top of the 
oud rose rapidly to forty thousand feet. While Taylor was 
captivated by what he saw, he was thankful to be viewing it 
rom ten miles away. He had been trained to respect and fear 
the radioactivity released by a nuclear explosion. 


A . fter V,C1 ° US faking subsided, we marines filed out of 

2 nChCS !? §h0S i, y S ' lence - We watc hed the multicolored 
fireball ascend rapidly. Nearly twenty thousand feet high it 

was red, white, gray, and beige and looked like a double 
tiered mushroom. The stem was wide at the base, where it 
touched the ground, and became narrow as it merged with 

m'thhwtZ “ We ' bUrni " S S3SeS '° ared like a mam - 

I glanced at the mannequin directly behind me and I 

a n tt ch e ed that 2^ t0 WhlCh the Ufeless had been 
attached was bent at an angle. The face was aflame, the uni¬ 
form was smoldering, and the helmet lay on the ground about 

transfixed^ 5 Th?' ^ r , emoved our § as masks and stood 

it 2! d ’i Wa n hm§ C ° Ud 3SCend hi § her and higher until 
t was practically overhead. My neck ached from the strain of 

leaning back to peer up at such a sharp angle. 

My first participation in an atomic bomb explosion had 
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1 > ltd less than five minutes, but more happened in that short 
itmr Ilian in any other like period of my life. Never had I 
> •|>< iicnced such anticipation, anxiety, suspense, fear, and 
a we I he event left an indelible impression on me; and to this 
■ i.iy, I shudder and perspire when I recall my experience in 
Ih«l trench. 

I could now see the other marines who shared my trench 
ntul my fate, and I was reassured to discover that there were 
m» discernible injuries among us. I was immediately conscious 
ul an offensively strong smell and taste. The odor reminded 
mr of that of an overheated electrical unit and the metallic 

I list c in my mouth was foul and would not go away. 

My attention was diverted from the fireball to emergency 
vehicles with flashing red lights that came rushing across the 
desert, sirens blaring. They stopped abruptly at one of the 

II cliches some yards in front of us. Men carrying picks and 
shovels leaped from the vehicles and ran toward the trench. 
The marines and Canadians in that trench had been partly 
buried by debris from the bomb’s blast, and the emergency 
new was hastily digging them free. 

1 heard a plane overhead. 


As John Alder approached the gaseous mass, he pulled 
back hard on the stick and headed upward through the atomic 
cloud. Despite the gravitational pull on his body, he remem¬ 
bers he held his eyes open and stared intently at the radiolog¬ 
ical recorder mounted on the outside of his aircraft. From 
past experience and his preflight briefing, he expected to find 
no more than 50 roentgens of gamma radiation at H plus ten 
minutes, but the instrument was showing a much higher 
reading. He completed his first backward loop and returned 
to the rising cloud for another pass. Heading nearly straight 
up at almost a ninety-degree angle, he fixed his attention 
again on the externally mounted instrument. Five hundred 
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roentgens! He quickly depressed the button on his radio 
transmitter and dispatched his frantic message to the base, 
“Chili pepper! Chili pepper!” His transmission was equiva 
lent to the international distress call of “May Day!” The 
bomb had not been “clean” after all, and the pilot was star 
tied to find ten times the expected contamination. Without 
waiting for a reply from Indian Springs, Alder left at once. 

Ordinarily when Alder landed on the airstrip, the ground 
crew met his aircraft and decontaminated it. This landing 
was met by no one, and the pilot was instructed to taxi the 
aircraft to the far end of the strip and leave it there. He slid 
the canopy back, released his seat belt, stood, stepped out on 
the wing, and jumped to the ground. From a megaphone 
mounted on top of a vehicle one hundred yards away, a voice 
instructed him to remove all of his clothing except his under¬ 
shorts and leave all his belongings next to the aircraft. He 
followed the instructions and walked barefoot on the runway, 
knowing that all his clothing would be burned. Never again 
would he slip his feet into that expensive pair of kangaroo 
flight boots he had purchased only a few weeks before. He 
was thankful he had worn lead-lined clothing and wondered 
how the lead would be destroyed. The asphalt felt rough and 
warm against the tender soles of his feet as he slowly made his 
way to the portable shower that had been left on the runway 
for him. For five weeks, no one went near Alder’s F-84, the 
“hottest” aircraft in the air force. 


After the plane disappeared from the vicinity of the cloud, 
I walked over to my battalion commander, who was standing 
about twenty yards to my left. His face was bright red, as 
though he had been sunburned, and he had the stunned look 
of a combat marine with a thousand-yard stare. “What do you 
think, sir?” I asked sheepishly. The major continued to stare 
blankly. I repeated the question, “What do you think, sir?” 
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I |r muttered without looking at me, “Incredible. Absolute- 

,V Obviously this combat-toughened man had never lived 
II,".ugh an experience like the one in the Nevada trench 

‘"within minutes, the brilliant, sunlit day became gray- 
k as though clouds were gathering from some cataclys 

111 ic storm. A column of dark, powdery dust f ; om , th ® 
of ground zero had been sucked up several hundred feet y 
ll„ force of the blast. As this ugly mass spread like a dark pall 
„vct the entire area, I felt as though some ominous force were 

' "\ glanced at my right sleeve and noticed a white-gray ash 
about the size of a small button. No one was smoking. The 
,tsh had to be coming from the low cloud overhead. Notici g 
the ash, the major remarked, “We’re receiving fallout, and 
I'm worried.” Fear showed unmistakably in the lines of his 
lace. I thought to myself, “If this professional marine, fifteen 
years my senior, is alarmed, then my own fears are justified. 
The ash continued to fall, and we had nowhere to go for shel¬ 
ter. I flicked an ash away with my finger and saw a burn spot 

where it had been. . 

Bv the time we boarded the armored personnel carriers, 

our green utilities looked as though they had been splattered 
with beige paint. We were covered with desert dirt and dust. 
We were to inspect the equipment that had bee " P ’ a f C ^ ‘ 
front of us, three hundred yards from ground zero. After an 
extremely rough ride, we stopped. The rear ramp was low 
cred and we filed out onto the desert floor. Looking at the 
area between us and ground zero was as unsettling as return¬ 
ing to a place where time had begun or ended. I was fkbber 
pasted by the totally unexpected sight. Where trucks and 
tanks had stood before the detonation, there was nothing. 
Everything had been vaporized or tossed hundreds of yards 
fron/its original position. Dust devils, small desert twisters, 
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£ ear tH u hy P° center and blew P ast us - The ground 
telt hot beneath my feet. 


One of the ten AEC field men who had witnessed the 
detonation from the safety of the steel-reinforced concrete 
bunker had driven the seven miles from his position to near 
ground zero. Dispatched there to recover an instrument used 
to record certain effects at the time of detonation, he was 
attired m special radex protective clothing. All his skin was 
™ Vered ’ f L nd _, he was wearing a hooded respirator. He 
observed the devastation from behind a tinted glass shield 
that protected his eyes and face. He planned to retrieve the 
instrument, place it in a lead box, and leave the area within 
three minutes. In his right hand he carried a portable moni¬ 
toring device with which he checked the ground as he moved 
purposefully over it. He picked up the instrument he had 
come to retrieve, placed it in the container, and was prepar¬ 
ing to leave when he was distracted by movement nearly a 
hundred yards to his right. To his surprise, he saw a group of 
marines, dressed as though they were taking a casual stroll in 
the desert, standing in the contaminated area. Even though 
the marines were not his responsibility and he was uncom¬ 
fortable about remaining in the area longer than planned he 

decided to postpone his exit long enough to order the intrud¬ 
ers to leave. 


Standing therewith the other Marine officers, dumfounded 
by what I was seeing, I became aware of. a figure in white 
approaching us from the left. With swift and deliberate 
movements, he glided toward us over the powdery desert 
floor. He moved to within a few yards, looked at us, and then 
pointed to the instrument he held in his right hand. Without 
uttering a word, he gestured for us to leave at once. We all 
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looked at one another, wondering what to do. Finally, our 
Miiijoi said, “All right, men, let’s go. We’ve seen enough.” 

As wc left the eerie scene at Frenchman Flat, members of 
Hu Itcynolds Electric and Engineering Company helicopter 
Mum were preparing to circle the area and record radioactive 
tendings at twenty-five, fifty, and one hundred feet in the 
> i< mily of ground zero. Their departure was scheduled for 
ms a.m., four hours and fifteen minutes after the detonation 
• •I 1’iiscilla. At that time, however, the air was still saturated 
with dust, and the crew had to postpone the mission. Early in 
iln alternoon, when members of the helicopter team again 
.1! tempted to perform their mission, poor visibility prevented 
llirm from getting any closer to ground zero than 710 yards. 
(>11 the following morning, at an altitude of five hundred feet, 
tlit- team took readings of 100 roentgens, a level much higher 
Ilian expected. 

Alder recorded 500 roentgens at H plus ten minutes; mem- 
bers of the helicopter team recorded 100 roentgens at H plus 
twenty-seven hours. No doubt about it, Priscilla had been one 
hot shot! 


Decontamination 

If you get rid of the dust, you get rid of the radiation. 

—Assistant Chief of Staff 
U.S. Army Armed Forces Talk 
September 1952 

We military personnel were “decontaminated” after each 
nuclear detonation. I never thought of myself as having been 
contaminated, but I was. The extent of my contamination 
never will be known, and those who thought that they were 
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decontaminating us were as unsure about what they were 
doing as we were about the exposure to which we had been 
subjected. 

Our decontamination began immediately after we arrived 
at Camp Desert Rock. All 349 of us lined up in a column of 
twos and were inspected by men dressed in fatigues. The 
Geiger counter made a clicking sound as it passed over my 
body. My film badge was taken away, and no one bothered to 
tell me how much prompt gamma radiation I had received. 
Two men with brooms brushed at me from either side. The 
dislodged dust stung my eyes and burned my nostrils. 

Up the road at the Reynolds Electric decontamination cen¬ 
ter, the experimental animals that had survived the explosion 
were faring better than we humans. They were carefully 
monitored. If they were found to be contaminated, they were 
vacuumed to remove the dust and then washed thoroughly 
with soap and water. After being brushed, I washed my hands 
and face and hurried over to the officer’s mess. It was almost 
noon, and I did not want to miss a well-deserved hot meal. It 
had been a long time since the last one, and my stomach was 
growling. A shower would have to wait, because the showers 
were available to us only in the late afternoon. I had no fears. I 
had survived the terrifying experiences of the morning and 
felt an overwhelming sense of relief as I neared the mess tent. 
For a moment I stopped, turned, and looked into the eastern 
sky. The atomic cloud from the morning’s explosion was 
white and gray now and barely visible as it drifted toward the 
east and off the site. 


At that same moment, Dr. Gerald Johnson was leaving the 
control center, a pleased individual. He had successfully 
detonated Plumbbob’s largest nuclear test to date. 
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Friday’s device was a creation of the University of Califor¬ 
nia Livermore Labs, where development of the hydrogen 
bomb is believed to be centered. However, it has been offi¬ 
cially stated that hydrogen bombs are tested only in the 

,>acific - -Gladwin Hill 

New York Times 
July 6 ,1957 


The Misfire 

The devil made me do it. 

—Flip Wilson (as Geraldine) 

It was eleven o’clock on the evening of June 27 when the 
brigade assembled at Camp Desert Rock. The nuelew field 
exercise would be conducted in a few hours. The marines had 
been at the test site for ten days and were eager to complete 
the planned maneuvers and return to Camp Pondletom Rol 
was called: all hands present and accounted for. There was 
excitement as we boarded the waiting trucks for the thirty- 

f.ve-mile ride to Yucca Flat. Shot Diablo (Spamsh for devil ) 

was scheduled for detonation at 4:30 the following morning, 
lour days after Priscilla had been exploded. We had been told 
that the bomb would be exploded from a five-hundreddoot 
tower and that its size would be approximately 17 kll ° to " * 

I was no stranger to Yucca Flat. Two days before the bn- 


53 

















































Countdown Zero 


gade s departure, I had been placed in charge of a work partv 

refurbish the trenches. The steady desert winds 
had filled the narrow openings with dirt and debris. The thir 
ty-three marines who comprised the work detail were as 
unhappy about the temporary assignment as I was. They had 
looked forward to spending a few leisurely hours in Las Vegas 
gamb mg, drinking, or chasing girls. Instead our liberty was 
canceled, and we spent the day choking on dust we shoveled 
rrom the bottoms of the trenches. 

Yucca Flat was nearly as barren as Frenchman Flat. The 
desert monotony was unrelieved by anything pleasant or 
interesting We could see the tower, but every area except 
the trench lines was strictly off limits. Because of the oppres- 
sive heat, we worked in our undershirts. 

After we had been digging for several hours, a jeep drove 
across the sand toward us and stopped. Its occupants, two 
Army captains who identified themselves as radiological-safe¬ 
ty officers, berated me for allowing my men to work without 
dust masks. I explained that no one had issued masks or 
advised us to wear them. One officer insisted that we cover 
our noses and mouths, and his adamant tone persuaded me to 
follow his order. He provided us with brown, surgical-style 

masks, which we wore during the remainder of the after¬ 
noon. 

., A * thou | h a marine radiological-safety team was attached to 
the brigade, these specialists never briefed us. The team was 
trained in atomic, biological, and chemical warfare, and was 
taught never to go into a dusty area after a nuclear blast with¬ 
out a gas mask (field protective mask). However, what they 
knew was not passed on to the troops. Perhaps the Marine 
Corps and the Department of Defense did not want photo¬ 
graphs released that showed troops wearing gas masks during 
a mock assault at a nuclear test site, on the chance that this 
might alarm the public. 

At five o clock, my detail and I returned to Desert Rock. 
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i iir trenches were ready to receive the marines. I considered 
'in Hilling disagreeable and insignificant, but beyond that I 
i "I nil uneasy feeling that the two army radiological-safety 
Hu ns possessed a knowledge about those trenches that we 
• hi) not. 


While the brigade was en route to Yucca Flat on the eve¬ 
ning of June 27, a six-man party in two automobiles escorted 
I<v an army security guard stopped at the base of the five- 
liimdrcd-foot tower a little more than two miles from the 
lu nches. Led by Robert Burton, an experienced engineer, 
l In- men reached the tower at midnight and took the elevator 
in I lie top. Burton attached the terminals at the ends of the 
• 1 hi nccting cables to the nuclear device and tightened the 
liif'.s. The bomb was armed and ready. Using a phone in the 
hi. ill room at the top of the tower, Burton notified Gerald 
)iiluison, the scientific test director, that the arming process 
w.is complete. The arming party took the elevator down from 

I lie top of the tower, climbed back into their cars, and drove 
In the control center, where they would witness the detona¬ 
tion. 

While the arming party went cautiously about its business, 

II ucks carrying marines rolled noisily across the desert to the 
11 cliches. When the vehicles lurched to a stop, we marines 
tiled out of the trucks and down the shallow dirt ramps into 
the trenches. The shot itself is best described by First Lieu¬ 
tenant Eric “Rip” Wieler, who noted in his diary: 

We got to our places about two in the morning. 
Then all the trucks and vehicles left the area. Di¬ 
ablo was in a five-hundred-foot tower about four 
thousand yards to our direct front. It was announced 
over a loudspeaker when there were sixty minutes 
to go; then thirty, twenty, ten, five, four, three. At 
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this point we put on our protective gas masks so that 
we would be prevented from breathing in all the 
dust that would be stirred up from the desert floor. 

At H minus two, we turned ninety degrees to the 
left and kneeled down in our trenches. We closed 
our eyes and put one arm across our faces. At the 
one-minute mark, the loudspeaker began to drone 
out the number of seconds. 

It seemed like years waiting there, stooped over, 
pressing against the side of the trench, less than six 
feet down, our backs only a couple of feet below the 
surface. Suddenly the count was “four, three, two, 
one . . . and then nothing. For perhaps five sec¬ 
onds that seemed eternal there was a deathly 
silence. Then someone in front of me cursed. Oth¬ 
ers began to wisecrack. The loudspeaker began 
again. “Remain in your places; do not move. There 
has been a misfire.” We couldn’t believe it! The 
devil was playing tricks. After thirty minutes, we 
were allowed to stand up. Half an hour later, we got 
out of the trenches and into the trucks for the return 
trip to Camp Desert Rock. 

Our training was behind us. Now we only needed a bomb 
to go off so we could carry out our mission. Diablo’s failure 
was, in a sense, a disappointment. 


In the control center, Gerald Johnson, James Reeves, and 
five other men were staring at the changing colors of the 
lights on the control panel. All seven were anxiously awaiting 
the signal indicating that the electrical impulse was en route 
to the terminals connecting the bomb to the detonation 
source. In the last forty seconds, an uneasiness permeated the 
room, prompting Johnson to declare, “It’s not going to fire. 
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11 * not going to fire.” The men did not want to believe what 
Hu v were hearing and seeing. They waited for what they 
lw|M il would happen, but there was no explosion. The cam- 

* mi n-< ording the event photographed only darkness. 

Iiilinuon hurriedly called a meeting of the men most famil- 
<4i willi the weapon’s design. That day’s heroics were dis¬ 
played not by the marines but by three scientists. The three 
>im n in the arming party who had been primarily responsible 
Imi iiiming the bomb were now responsible for disarming it. 
I hey would have to climb to the top of the tower, enter the 

• alt housing the bomb, and detach the cable terminals so care- 
lull y a If ached only a few hours before. The bespectacled 
I'lhmon looked at the trio in front of him and declared, “You 
mm arc probably going to have to climb the tower.” Then he 
mfed, "Is that all right with you?” Each replied affirmatively, 
mill Johnson said he would accompany them to the tower. 

Alter Johnson had thrown the switch in the control center 
lo shut off all power, he, Robert Burton, Bernard Rubin, and 
I oircst Fairbrother left for the Diablo tower. Rubin and Fair- 
Itiolhcr were engineers from the University of California 
Kadiation Laboratory at Livermore and had worked on Di¬ 
ablo since its inception. Burton was an electrical engineer 
I mm Sandia Corporation, the manufacturer of the triggering 
mechanisms for the Plumbbob series. All four men were in 
Ilicir mid-thirties. 

On the way to the steel tower, the quartet stopped at the 
In si electrical checkpoint, a relay substation. Everything was 
normal. Three miles from the tower they stopped again, this 
I one at a blockhouse where they checked the instruments and 
discovered there had been an electrical failure somewhere 
between the blockhouse and the nuclear device. But where? 
Could Diablo be slowly simmering atop its steel perch? 

The men sped down the dusty desert road at sixty miles an 
hour. As they neared the derricklike tower, Burton recalled 
1 hat he had recently given his wife a book, Teach Your Wife 
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to Be a Widow. Fairbrother hoped his wife and family, back 
in Livermore, had not learned of the misfire. Rubin remem 
bered afterward that his only thoughts were of the sensitivity 
of the weapon and the task’s urgency. 

The team arrived at the base of the thin steel tower at 7:30 
a.m. Johnson knew that none of these men had ever disarmed 
a potentially live nuclear device—nobody had—but the test 
director had faith in their combined knowledge and ability. 
Standing at the base of the thirty-six-story tower, Johnson 
looked up at the cab; then he fixed his gaze on the disarming 
party. He reviewed the disarming procedure with them one 
last time and concluded tersely, “You know what you have to 
do. Good luck.” 

As Johnson got into his car and drove back to the control 
center, Burton, Fairbrother, and Rubin strapped metal 
instrument boxes to their shoulders. Because the flow of elec¬ 
tricity to the tower had been shut off, the elevator was dead. 
The men would have to climb; they would carry all needed 
equipment on their backs. 

They began their ascent. Burton led, and Fairbrother and 
Rubin followed. Not a word was exchanged as they method¬ 
ically threaded their way to the top. It took the trio thirty-five 
exhausting minutes to reach the platform seven feet below 
the cab. They stopped and looked anxiously at one another, 
then up toward the inexplicably undetonated bomb. 

As planned, Rubin was the first to enter the cab. The 
designer from Livermore climbed the remaining seven feet, 
stood erect, and opened the door of the enclosure. Wasting 
no time, he loosened the straps holding the instrument box to 
his shoulders and set his burden down gently. He opened the 
lid and took out a voltmeter and a Geiger counter. Two quick 
checks indicated that no current was flowing from the power 
source to the bomb and that the cab had not been contami¬ 
nated. Rubin called to Burton to come in. 

Burton entered and moved directly to the cable connec- 
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• (Mitt Without hesitation, he loosened the lugs that held the 
lei initials to the bomb. With a steady, even tug, he pulled 

• till 11 the first cable came free. He then turned his attention to 
(in other cable. After he had loosened the lug, he pulled once 
«, tin until the second cable had been disconnected from the 
*. ,,,»on. Relieved, Burton sighed, “It’s done.” Fairbrother 
•ml Rubin performed their tasks in the disarming process, 
•on! Burton called the control center from a phone in the cab 
to irport to Johnson that they had successfully completed 
thru mission. As he hung up the receiver, he remarked to his 
imociates, “Gerry Johnson just told me that some reporter 
fioin London is on the phone wanting a story about the 
heroes who disarmed the bomb.” In the control center, John- 
,1111 threw the switch that restored power to the tower, and 
the three “heroes” took the elevator down. 

It had been an uneventful day for the marines and an anx- 
Imis and disappointing one for the scientific community. But 

I )iublo wasn’t finished with us. Within a week, this devil’s 

I I ick would place 2,100 marines within three miles of the larg¬ 
ed! nuclear explosion in the history of the Nevada tests. 


Hood 

What you are about to do is very special and for the benefit 
of all mankind. Marines, historically, have always been the 
first to fight and have remained unafraid. No marine has 
ever backed down from danger. Your country will be proud 
of you. 

—Brigade Chief of Staff 
to the Fourth Marine Corps 
Provisional Atomic Exercise Brigade 
before the Hood detonation 
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It was June 28, and Johnson had not slept in twenty-fom 
hours. He had spent most of that time in the control centci 
reviewing each step in the elaborate procedure that preceded 
a nuclear shot and trying to decide what had gone wrong with 
Diablo. The next six days promised to be the most important 
in his life. A highly experimental device was scheduled for 
detonation within the week, and Gerry Johnson could not 
afford another misfire. Not only would the directors of Liver 
more be present to witness the explosion, but AEC chairman 
Strauss would immediately relay the results to an anxious 
Dwight Eisenhower. 

Named after the volcanic peak in northern Oregon, Hood 
was designed to demonstrate that the United States could 
produce weapons that would not contaminate the environ 
ment. 

By spring 1957, widespread national and international crit 
icism of the Atomic Energy Commission and growing con¬ 
cern about fallout made an immediate change in policy nec¬ 
essary if weapons testing was to continue. 

Analysis of the catches of the Japanese tuna fleet revealed 
that 580 metric tons had been irradiated by earlier Pacific 
tests. Sheep and goats in Nevada and Utah were dying from 
mysterious diseases, and their offspring were frequently born 
without wool or hair. Sheep ranchers had never encountered 
this before atomic testing and insisted that the AEC deter¬ 
mine whether fallout was the cause of the problems. The first 
AEC team to test the sheep found that internal radioactivity 
readings and the appearance of the animals were strikingly 
similar to results from experimental radiation damage to lab¬ 
oratory animals. These findings were documented in a report, 
but the report was classified 'top secret.” Under no circum¬ 
stances could the AEC allow a claim to be substantiated, 
thereby establishing a precedent. 

Public alarm peaked in the early summer. The editors of 
Time devoted an entire section of their June 3 issue to the 
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<<!!.Mil debate and quoted Nobel laureate Linus Pauling as 
'■ <• uu; declared, “The bomb tests will ultimately have caused 

• in dnith of about 1,000,000 people in the world . . . who 

ill have died ten to thirty years earlier than their normal life 

■ f hi " Other scientists and health physicists not connected 
•.11I1 l lie testing program supported Pauling. 

I r.rnhower, the Atomic Energy Commission, and the 
!i 11:11 laboratories were caught in a dilemma. The president 

■ milcd the United States to maintain nuclear supremacy, the 
Moinic Energy Commission adamantly supported contin- 
iitiiirc of the tests, and Los Alamos and Livermore and their 
*iili< ontractors wanted no cutbacks in an industry that 
1 n filed annual revenues in the billions of dollars. 

I lie media was used to defuse public pressure. Avoiding 
limiting down or cutting back the industry became the pri- 
m.uy task of the president and the nuclear weapons commu¬ 
nity. 

I hey escaped their dilemma with the help of a Hungarian 

• ientist, the bellicose, vituperative Dr. Edward Teller. This 
liicwd and able nuclear physicist had fled Europe during the 

Nazi years. An early student of molecular phenomena, he 
1 luimed to have an ingenious method to hurriedly produce 
t fir so-called clean bomb. In 1943, he had worked diligently at 
I ns Alamos on the Manhattan Project and made a significant 
* mitribution to the development of the country’s first atomic 
bombs. After the war, Teller had moved to the University of 
< iliicago, where he taught at the Institute for Nuclear Studies. 
Ik-lieving fervently that the continued development of 
unclear weapons was essential to the defense of the United 
States, he made frequent trips to Washington to enlist sup¬ 
port for a special project, the development of a “super” or 
hydrogen bomb. This bomb could have a thousand times the 
killing power of an atomic bomb. 

There was considerable controversy within the political 
and scientific communities regarding advanced nuclear weap- 
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onry. Many eminent scientists—among them Albert Einstein 
and Albert Schweitzer—spoke publicly of dangers inherent 
in the proliferation of nuclear weapons. Robert Oppenhei 
mer, the scientific genius of the Manhattan Project, saw no 
need to produce more weapons and said that weapons tests 
should have ended the day after Trinity. Pictures and 
accounts of Japanese men, women, and children dying by the 
thousands in Hiroshima and Nagasaki were etched indelibly 
in the minds of scientists who had designed the bombs and on 
the consciences of government officials who had made the 
decision to drop them. Many of the scientists felt betrayed. A 
group of nuclear physicists who had worked on the Manhat 
tan Project were so enraged that they resigned from weapons 
production and vowed never to return to the program. 

In September 1949, world events swung the pendulum of 
public opinion toward Teller and other nuclear weapons pro¬ 
ponents. A U.S. weather observation plane recorded an 
increase in radioactivity in Eastern Europe. Scientists pieced 
together fragments of information that led unmistakably to a 
conclusion that the U.S.S.R. had detonated a nuclear device. 
The United States was no longer the exclusive possessor of 
nuclear weapons technology. 

North Korea invaded South Korea in June 1950, and within 
a few months, the U.S.S.R. conducted two more nuclear tests. 
War hysteria mounted, and with it, fear of a global nuclear 
confrontation. In the interest of national security, once-reluc- 
tant scientists and politicians openly advocated U.S. nuclear 
superiority and the research and testing needed to achieve 
and maintain it. 

Activity at Los Alamos increased. Scientists returned to 
New Mexico. When Teller rejoined them in 1950, he found 
that weapons development was progressing rapidly but not in 
the direction he wished. The primary concern was mass pro¬ 
duction of existing designs. Experimentation with new tech- 
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had a low priority. Teller was obsessed with the 

' n< y of developing a hydrogen bomb. In 1951 he achieved 
. iIm metical breakthrough and announced that a hydrogen 
) Mill) could be produced and tested within two years, 
li.. .1 use senior scientists at Los Alamos were not willing to 

illici t the program and change priorities at the New Mex- 
1.11 laboratory, the persuasive physicist took his argument to 
W Islington. There he not only urged immediate develop- 
1.M 11I of a thermonuclear weapon but also advocated setting 
u|i .mother laboratory to design and manufacture this super 
lioinb. He found a willing listener in Senator Brien McMa- 
luitl, former chairman of the Special Committee on Atomic 
I nngy. McMahon declared, “War with Russia is inevitable. 
Wc must blow them off the face of the earth quick, before 
they do the same to us—we haven’t much time.” Retired 
Admiral Lewis Strauss, then one of the five members of the 
Atomic Energy Commission of which he later became chair* 
man, also supported Teller. 

In Berkeley, California, Ernest O. Lawrence had developed 
h method for producing tritium, a component essential to the 
manufacture of hydrogen bombs. Lawrence and Teller had 
met at Los Alamos in 1949 and found they were theoretically 
mid philosophically in accord. Both believed that the future 
in urity of the United States depended upon developing a 
hydrogen bomb. 

President Truman created an executive committee to 
investigate the controversy surrounding the H-bomb. The 
1 ommittee dispatched a team from Washington to assess the 
mood of scientists in New Mexico and California. The eval¬ 
uation team reported that there was a kind of “bloodthirsti¬ 
ness” among these weapons specialists. Many of them, 
including Lawrence, were eager to produce a super bomb, 
which they referred to simply as the “super.” Members of the 
advisory committee presented their findings to the president. 
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AEC chairman David E. Lilienthal advised the commando 
in-chief that “things were rapidly coming to a showdown 
stage and fast.” 

During the protracted discussion, the “super” acquired .1 
code name: “Campbells” (“super” equals “soup”). Truman 
decided Campbells would be built. Once the decision had 
been made, the need for a second weapons laboratory was 
apparent. On July x, 1952, the Atomic Energy Commission 
approved the formation of a radiation laboratory at Liver 
more, California. Lawrence became the director of the new 
facility and was responsible for gathering a staff. Teller was 
the associate director and the scientific authority. Eager, 
young, inexperienced designers were selected to fill the 
Livermore ranks. One of the supervisors of this unproven 
group was Harold Brown, who was to become director of 
Livermore and later Secretary of Defense. 

When the new laboratory was formed. Teller was ecstatic, 
but his former associates at Los Alamos were not. In their 
eyes, he was taking knowledge acquired in their laboratory 
and using it to outdo them at another facility. About the same 
time. Teller became publicly critical of Oppenheimer, which 
contributed to widening the gap between the two laborato¬ 
ries. Even though Oppenheimer had not returned to Los Ala 
mos, many of the men at Los Alamos were still loyal to 
“Oppy.” 

From its inception, Livermore differed from Los Alamos in 
procedure and organization. While scientists at Los Alamos 
used existing designs to create and stockpile weapons, those 
at Livermore experimented with radical new designs that put 
larger and more destructive weapons into smaller packages. 
Los Alamos personnel branded Livermore’s approach to 
weapons design as reckless and predicted mass failures. 

While Los Alamos was characterized by a well-defined 
structure in which each level of management was clearly 
identified, Livermore’s trademark was nonorganization. 
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l i,nr were no bosses. Emphasis was on allowing young 
I, ,,ncrs to find their own levels of achievement. 

\ Ihitd area in which the two laboratories differed was 
,1.. ti iclationship with Washington and the rest of the world, 
l ivoimore’s scientific community established a rapport with 
1 h»< Washington political community. Realizing the support 
ilml Washington could provide, Livermore spent consider- 
• i.l. lime and effort lobbying members of the AEC, Con- 
, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Livermore promoted fre- 
|... 11I visits from those in Washington who held top-secret 
1 Iraiances. Scientists at Los Alamos saw no need to cultivate 
il.r liicndship and good will of politicians, however. They 
L pi to themselves, seldom ventured outside their New Mex- 
h,, hilltop community, and discouraged visitors from coming 

In liu 

I hiring the early 1950s, competition between the two fabo- 

, alories was intense. Both laboratories, particularly Liver- 
more, assigned top priority to tests at the test sites. As the 
w.iis progressed, more atmospheric tests were incorporated 
in each series to accommodate the outdoor experiments of 
I lie two laboratories. 

by l 957> nuclear weapons technology had developed to the 
point where both laboratories had the capability to produce 
larger weapons in smaller packages. Livermore, in particular, 
|,ud demonstrated the capacity to transform theoretical weap¬ 
ons designs to the practical application of field-tested hydro¬ 
gen devices. As technology progressed, the need for testing 
increased— and with it came controversy. Nuclear scientists 
were accused of poisoning the world in the course of their 
,domic adventures. When Los Alamos director Norris Brad¬ 
bury told the AEC in February that no effort had been made 
to develop clean weapons for the Plumbbob series, Edward 
Teller saw an immediate opportunity to repay his old friend 
und loyal supporter, AEC chairman Lewis Strauss. Strauss 
was on the hot seat because Eisenhower was reacting to pub- 
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\Z? l' C \ Sm ( ° f he tCSting P ro g r am. When it was announced 
that thirty-four tests were to be conducted during the foul. 

coming senes the residents of Utah who lived § downw„ l 
from the test site were furious. Congressional representaZ , 
of the downwind residents were deluged with calls and lette. 
horn constituents. Western jour JL wrote S , 
article critical of the AEC’s plans 

On June 23, ,957, Strauss, Teller, and Lawrence met at II,c 
htte House and briefed President Eisenhower about Live, 
mores special nuclear devices that were designed to reduce 
radioactive fallout. The forty-live-minute meeCconcS-,1 
with a statement from the president: “We have reduced fall 
out from bombs by nine-tenths, and the current Nevada tesh 
are designed to see how clean we can make them.” Teller 
Lawrence and Livermore Laboratory ostensibly had 
achieved a breakthrough that still eluded Los Alamos While 
Strauss and Eisenhower were relieved, the announcemenl 
rved to exacerbate the bad blood between Los Alamos and 

a^Ter ^ ^ hiS ^ h3d b - outdone^ once 

TeHer and Lawrence rushed to incorporate into the Dro 

S ^ deS ' g " 3nd te , sting of this new type of weapon. The 
Rand Corporation, a large nuclear weapons subcontractor 
had conceived a cost-effective people killer-highly effiden ’ 
m that ,t destroyed individuals, not structures and propSty’ 
An agonrzmg death usually occurred within six days to six 

horn this d r cvice mP ' eXP ° SUre 3 ' e ‘ hal dose of radiati °" 

This bomb may have been incorporated in the 1957 series 

omT hi»h WaS “Tif ‘ hat il s P rad substantially I ess fall 
out. A high-energy thermonuclear fusion reaction was neces¬ 
sary to its success. When detonated, the hydrSTSS 

the U addr aSe Cel !- d r aging high ' ener gy neutrons. Most of 
the radiation would be contained onsite. 

Select representatives of the news media were invited to 
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ii<* 1 Fv.ula Test Site to witness the explosion of the coun- 
lic.l “clean” bomb. 

1 in person critical to the success of Eisenhower’s hoped- 

* • l< rtii bomb was the Plumbbob scientific test director Dr. 
- iM Johnson. A Livermore man would detonate one of 

l < 1 more’s greatest achievements: code name, Hood. The 
• its not only important to the Plumbbob series, but Hood 

* t* in herald the advent of tests of much larger similar bombs 
*i I mwetok and Bikini, the Pacific Proving Grounds. 

Johnson, well aware of the special significance of the Hood 

• lint, look extra precautions to assure that the detonation 

• •iilcl occur. The innovative physicist devised a new proce- 
Imi' lor arming nuclear devices that would, it was hoped, 
■ Intimate the possibility of an electrical failure during count- 
1 am. Johnson’s mission was to ensure success and maintain 
utmost secrecy. 


I lie military, on the other hand, was concerned with a dif- 
!i 1 nil problem. Members of the Fourth Marine Corps Provi- 
uotial Atomic Exercise Brigade had yet to execute the field 
< Hcicise for which they had been brought to the Nevada Test 
• ilc. The misfire and postponement of shot Diablo had 
ln< leased the number of days the troops had to remain at 
(lamp Desert Rock, and there was mounting anxiety that the 
budget, always a Marine Corps concern, would be exceeded. 
(lencral Tschirgi and his staff decided to request that the 
luigade be allowed to participate in the next scheduled shot, 
1 til her than wait for the rescheduling of Diablo. 

When Johnson was told of the brigade’s decision, he imme¬ 
diately conferred with Test Site Manager Reeves. At first, 
these men were hesitant to approve the brigade’s request 
because the next scheduled detonation was Hood. Only 
Johnson, Reeves, some of the members of the Nevada Test 
Croup, and the Atomic Energy Commission knew what kind 
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of nuclear package Hood was. It was highly unlikely that su< li 
a weapon would ever be used in combat, because the devu < 
had not been designed as a tactical or strategic weapon. Pa 
sonally, Reeves was anxious to have the brigade leave the tc.i 
site. As test site manager, he had the overall responsibility f<w 
all personnel at the site except the military. He had no coni ml 
over their maneuvers in the field, and this fact made him 
uneasy. The brigade operations plan, submitted to Reevc\, 
was stamped, “For Information Only.” The test site managn 
could review the plan but was prohibited by his boss, the 
director of the Division of Military Applications, from inter 
fering with a military exercise. After much discussion, the 
two senior managers agreed to grant the marines’ request. 
Actually, the participation of the brigade in shot Hood would 
work to the Nevada Test Organizations’ advantage, because 
if the marines could survive the detonation and conduct the 
field exercise without incident, the special nature of the 
bomb would be cleverly concealed. In effect, foreign powers 
would be led to believe that the explosion was nothing more 
than a continuation of the regular testing of atomic bombs. 

On Friday, June 28, at 8:00 p.m., the test information direc¬ 
tor issued the following release: 

A conference between the Fourth Marine Corps 
Provisional Atomic Exercise Brigade and the Ne¬ 
vada Test organization has resulted in the decision 
that the Brigade will conduct its exercise on shot 
Hood, the open shot, scheduled for July 3. 

Thus news correspondents learned about the marines and 
Hood. 

Before Hood could be detonated, it had to be assembled. 
Bomb components arrived both by surface and air and were 
put together under the tightest security in a building at the 
test site. 

New trenches had to be dug because none suitable for the 
forthcoming blast existed. The Desert Rock commander, an 
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general, was responsible for selecting the trench loca- 
, l Mng a chart that set out criteria for P oslt ' on ’ n g tr °°P s ’ 
tded to place the trenches fifty-five hundred yards, or 
, ,.i three miles, from ground zero. According to his cha , 

,, that far away should be able to withstand the effects of 

1 klloton explosion. 

m inly I, all preparations were complete. The bomb was 

.led on a wooden platform at the balloon lift-off station 

„ i.... a Flat Area Nine. The balloon, with Hood in a 
,. |„w it, would be raised into position, provided conditions 

m , favorable for a July 3 detonation. Test Dk**J*™ 
«p, telly hoped for a one-day postponement because he 
* mini to explode this special nuclear firecracker on Ju y 4 , 

' While Hood was being readied, a so-caHed safety expert 
„n »t weapon was detonated at Frenchman Flat. The code 
name for the experiment was Coulomb A. The test s ostensi- 
Mr purpose was to prove that a nuclear explosion would not 
,,,, in in the event of an accidental detonation of the conve 

I tonfl l high explosives used as part of the triggering mecha- 
„um. In fact, the test was an experiment that scattered deadly 
, ad inactive elements liberally across the desert floor. 

On July 2, the day after the safety experiment, a special 
meeting took place at the United Nations in New York . 
Addressing an international disarmament conference, the 

I I S. representative made an impassioned plea for an immedi- 
4lr moratorium on atmospheric nuclear testing. Unfortuna 
| v his pleas were not heard thirty-two hundred miles away at 
the Nevada Test Site. They rang hollow when, scarcely three 
.lays later, the United States detonated the largest and most 
highly experimental weapon tested during that perio 


The officers at my level learned of the change in plans on 
June 29 but I was away on a one-day pass to Las Vegas and 
did not get the news about the brigade’s participation in 
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Hood until the following day. I was told the name of Hi. 

to" d n 3t f W3S 8 ° ing t0 be 3 ,arge ex pl°sion-probal.ly 
,; b 6o ' klloton range. No mention was made of possible 
radiatmn exposure, and our administrative and operation ,1 
plan remained unchanged. operational 

mo A unted e isHnS°" ^ a ? proached ’ m >' a PP^™0" 
mounted. I still had vivid recollections of Priscilla’s force an.I 

f Z Y . . and ? f .. the u CntaI and physical beatin g 1 had taken 
at trench line. How could I survive a bomb almost five time 

arger when I was going to be only one mile farther away? (Al 

at time I was still under the impression that the nucleai 

pkn^rhadmed-T H n ? ed ^ in faCt ’ the ^-kiloton one ih 
planners had predicted. I was unaware that the blast had fat 

exceeded the expectations of the bomb’s designers) Partici 

hnn° n K n M^ d ’ S C0,0SSal explosion was supposed'to be an 
honor but I did not feel honored. For the first time in my life 

1 was beginning to doubt the wisdom of those in command.’ 


. !J° 0dwaS p0 f stponed twice - Fin ally> on the evening of July 

ltht on the fl f ^ WindS St ° Pped bl0wing ’ and *0 green 

hgh on the flagpole went on. There was a palpable air ol 

excitement among members of the battaliom Anticipation 

had replaced ennui. It was difficult to tell how much of the 

change in mood was attributable to the approaching test and 

how much to the knowledge that, after three long weeks we 

to Cafiffi 0 le ” e tha ‘ deS ° iate desert hdlh ° ,e ’ a "‘ l 

At io:oo p.m., the green light still shone atop the flagpole-1 
was certain we would be going to Yucca Flat in a few hours’ I 
called a platoon meeting. As I looked at the faces of my young 
men I somehow summoned courage to project a confidence! 

See 1° S’ Shai£ ''‘°J d th£m ' ha * “ forthcoming expe- 
th It 16 r 311 ennchin g one for us all. I reminded them 
that we were living ,n an atomic age and that, if war should 
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•••(, m all probability it would be fought with nuclear 

.... We were here in the Nevada desert to become 

1 • hiti with the use and effect of these weapons. I empha- 

> ■ d I lie importance of our mission and reviewed the proce- 
m we were to follow. Then I assured them that, if they 
, i d orders and performed as I knew they were capable of 

..ling, we would be successful. In the past I had often 

i • d and kidded when talking to the men, but this time I was 
• • 11 y serious because I had survived one nuclear experiment 
l knew personally what the experience was like. My pla- 
■ n could only imagine the effects, but for them the 
• A itown would soon become known. I left the briefing tent 
i' • ling fearful for them and for myself. 


We were scheduled to depart from Camp Desert Rock at 
moo p.m. As the hour approached, I went to the noncommis- 

*.. officers’ tent to find my platoon sergeant and tell him 

i t muster the platoon and call roll. When I went into the tent, 
I iw Gunnery Sergeant Tall Bear, a full-blooded Cherokee, 
inking a long swig from a bottle of bourbon that he had par¬ 
tially hidden in a pack hanging from the center pole of the 
lout. Tall Bear, a veteran of Guadalcanal, Iwo Jima, and Ko¬ 
mi. had witnessed Priscilla from the ridge line. He disliked 
ulliccrs in general and young lieutenants in particular. Sur- 
juised to see him so blatantly violating regulations, I said. 
Sergeant, put that bottle away. It’s time to move out.” 

I le stared at me contemptuously with sunken, piercing 
ryes and declared defiantly, “Lieutenant, Chesty Puller [the 
Marine general who commanded the First Marine Division 
in Korea and who had endeared himself to his men] said that a 
good marine always takes a drink before he goes into com¬ 
bat.” 

“Well, Sergeant, this isn’t Korea, and it isn’t even combat. 
It's an exercise,” I snapped. 
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He took another swallow and fixed his gaze on me. "Mi 
ter, out there,” he said, as he gestured toward Yucca M.ii 
“hanging from a balloon is the most powerful enemy yon . 
me is ever going to face.” Silently, I left the tent and joint 
my platoon. 

A battalion formation was held, and someone on the hn 
gade staff gave us a rousing speech about the importance el 
our mission and how it was an honor to have been selected lu 
participate in this test. Like all the marines there, I w.n 
moved by the senior officer’s words, but while we were cn 
route to the trenches, my uneasiness returned. Just before we 
left Desert Rock, we were told that Hood was to be about five 
times larger than the bomb dropped on Hiroshima. The size 
estimate was revised upward from 60 to 80 kilotons. I asked 
myself, “If a much smaller bomb detonated at nearly the same 
height killed one hundred fifty thousand Japanese, then why 
or how are twenty-one hundred of us expected to survive?" 
Were we leathernecks supposed to be immortal? 

Around 1:30 a.m. on July 5, we arrived at the trenches. The 
night was pitch black. The half moon had set at midnight 
while we were en route to the trench area. The stars twinkled 
brightly against the dark sky. In front of us, we could see the 
illuminated balloon holding aloft the canister that contained 
the nuclear weapon. As soon as the sound of departing trucks 
faded away in the distance, most of the men went to sleep, 
but some paced anxiously behind the trenches. 

Burton and his six-man crew were already at ground zero 
arming the shot. Within four hours, the device that had been 
approved by the president in April for detonation would be 
fired. 

I shall never forget my feelings and sensations during the 
countdown. As I entered the trench at 4:20 a.m. I recalled 
Priscilla. I remembered all too vividly the violent rending of 
the earth, the boom of the shock wave, the collapse of nearby 
trenches, the grotesquely twisted and burned mannequin, the 
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» 9 H dust storm, and the omnipresent fallout. When the 
, n trronds of the countdown began and we assumed the 
|,„ K position, I wondered, “Why is my very own govern- 
mi, nt on killing me?” My body shook uncontrollably. 
.....nation streamed down my palms, and my eyes filled 
„ irars. 1 began to hyperventilate and was convinced 
old die of a heart attack if not as a result 0f the '.bomb s 
, 1 Hi ion. I could neither control nor concea my body » 
mm behavior, and I feared the men newest me in Ae 
|, would notice it. I felt we were there to be sacrificed 
I, ,1 was certain we would all perish. I wantedtos^andand 
11 "Slop! Stop! You must not explode that bomb. We don t 
i o',,vc to die this way!” Instead, I prayed harder than I had at 
my other time in my life and asked to be spared. 

Alter the count reached “one,” I heard a click. Then as 
,.,-luir I felt I would be melted by that unbearable heat. Once 
the intense brightness allowed me to see the bones in 
r ;:;,cL through my tightly closed eyes. But ■***££ 

. Pi iicilla ended there. Within a second after the detona 
the ground started to tremble violently. After about sev- 
rn eight seconds, the trench wall near me collapsed. It wa 
•»nlher 8 five seconds before the shock wave hit with a sound 
, onmarable to that of a cannon being fired directly overhead. 

11,e carth oscillated back and forth. I gritted my teeth and 
b,seed myself against the near wall of the trench to avoid 
lulling over. The second shock wave hit with a sharp crac , 


In the control center twenty miles away, Gerry Johnson, 
'nest O Lawrence, and their associates watched the console 
; one aiter another, the lights changed from red to green 
idicating that the electrical impulse was cm its way to the 
tigeering device. Detonation occurred, andthe fire ~“! 

. Lmiv ckvward. oushed by the tremendous heat and 
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r. n c erg u re l eaSed by the ex P Iosion - The ominous swirling m, 
resembled a giant cobra poised to strike. b 

fn J h f sc ! e " tists in th e control center rushed to the rein 

exMrlmlm Wilh 0 lhei ' successful thermonucl,,, 

2 h f, ' W thm h ‘ rty seconds > they felt the heat gene, 
ated by the explosion through the thick walls of the buildin, 

an saw the pall of dust that extended for miles totally 
obscuring vision. The failure of Diablo had been followed 
an overwhelming success. a oy 

Veteran nuclear watchers had never seen anything comm 

of UP I whoobl det Tu i0I !i ? 0e rep ° rter> C ° ,in McKinfcy 
frnn^ ’ 5 ° ohse [ ved Hood from a peak fifty-five air mile 
from ground zero, described the flash that accompanied the 

the s°un” Th ; S fl 77 H ki, ° t0n ^ 35 “ 5 °° times lighter thL 
hrJ K 7^ fl f Sh CrCated a fa,se dawn in Los Angeles 
three hundred miles to the west, and was seen by an afrline 

thp°K tW K> Ve t Undred miles awa y- Another reporter likened 
bln S . effects t0 a man 'made hell. He wmte, “The fire 

grade The bITft eratU i r K ° f nCarly ° ne million Agrees Centi 

fNews Knob ell? ? T* VioIent ever felt at the location 

ato^efes? m i CS from .§ r ° und zer °] ^ veterans of 
atomic tests. The explosion ignited the entire floor of Yucca 

Flat and most of the small yucca trees on a mountain range 

several miles north of ground zero.” A Salt Lake City refi- 

hnm P 7h S ? kCn - y ,dent,fied the shock wave that rattled her 
home thirty minutes after the detonation as an earthquake. 


of o ld f m f e ! ght miles from Yucca Flat Area Nine site 
Dort h rnm° d expl0 ;, 10 "’ mem bers of the Second Motor Trans- 

5 a wn C r Pany m,lled around in the da ^ness before nuclear 
. These marines, who had driven us to the trenches h aH 

L e HT rd r? 1° walch the “Plosion from thVX fK 

had heard of the intense heat produced by nucleaf weaoon 
detonations, and five minutes before the countdown, several 
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• (firm put on their military ponchos. Intended primarily for 
1 .1 weather, these plasticized rubber garments protected 

n he ads and the sides of their faces and enveloped their 
■ In . like small tents. Wearing these hooded ponchos with 
•I*•<writings tied, members of the motor transport unit sat 

• ih their hands over their eyes and their backs to ground 
*hii In the flash that followed the detonation, these men saw 
(In hones of their hands through closed eyelids. The thermal 
Mihitlion from Hood transformed their once-solid ponchos 
into sticky masses which they had to peel from their bod- 
l*l. 


My prayers had been answered. I had not been killed. 

I i ignited by a ring of fire, I left the trench quickly. My men, 
who were conditioned by training to react as instructed and 
by instinct to survive, moved quickly also. Everything about 
m was aflame, and we had to be careful not to step on or 
•tumble into a flaming bush. The acrid smoke and thick dust 
made breathing extremely difficult. Still, despite the condi- 
t ions, we were determined to fulfill our mission. 

Only 900 of the 2,100 of us had been assigned to secure the 
objective, a hill to the left of ground zero. Fifteen miles to our 
tear, a skeleton company of 150 men waited aboard helicop- 
Icts used in the vertical envelopment tactical exercise. Their 
hit off was delayed one hour and fifteen minutes because con¬ 
ditions in the area made flying unsafe. We were supposed to 
board amphibious tractors and advance on the “enemy,” but 
the dust hanging over our heads made it impossible to find 
the vehicles. And, rather than stand around waiting for the 
choking dust to settle, we decided to attack on foot. 

As we left the area, I glanced back at the members of the 
brigade who remained behind. I could discern the vague out¬ 
line of heads above the leading wall of a trench, and thought 
to myself that those marines resembled groundhogs cautious- 
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KfeCttoetah f, ,he, ' r , h0l “ >° *<» whether „ 

led nty JnlTlLZ !,r d ‘° Ward °” ° biectlve .. 

follow the radiologi^ahsa^ety^team atlVu^Tu'/ 3 '' '" 

distance, ^ *> «« 

th^ v "t? « 3 lack rab thHhat had “ ” d™^ “ * 

pathfinders were delated toustthe™^ 2era Tllr 

r=w“'“W£KSr 

bered: ’ the Weap0ns P ,atoon leader, remem 

P' re , Ctl y a [ ter the countdown stopped, there was a 
big, loud blast and a very bright light annparpri tu 

SS t 8 ™ **« viotenfly. My tre P „ P ch betan to 
cave in, and I got scared. In my attempt to get out of 

t,np h CnCh ; 1,0 ? my SUn § ,asses - 1 tried to avoid It 
ng buried, and I had moved about a foot when tte 
space around me began filling with dirt very quick 
ly, and suddenly I was buried up to my cfJst The 
air was intensely hot as it blew into our trencLs 
here was a thick layer of dust all around me and I 
could not see more than a few feet Th^! J 

big' 13S thC $h0Ck Wave hit foUowfnglhe 

well n St [° ng Wind f estimated to be moving at 
well over one hundred miles per hour] hit me in the 

?| an , d kn ° cked backward, even though I was 
partly buried. My head snapped back and mv Zi 
met went flying off behind iSe. I wa fightfng fo get 
out of the trench, but I could not move I looked m! 

totr a bis mmhroom cioud 

managed to free my arms, and using both hands I 
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wiped away the thick layer of dust and dirt that cov- 
i icd my face and eyes and looked down. As I opened 
my eyes I could see the blinding light through my 
hands. I shook all over and began to vomit. 

The scene was chaotic. Something unexpected 
had happened. I could hear my men moaning and 
yelling: “Where are you?” “I can’t move.” “I can’t 
»cc you.” “Please help me.” Grown men were cry¬ 
ing. Even though I had survived some tight experi¬ 
ences in Korea, I had never been through anything 
like this, and I had never been so frightened. Many 
men could not free themselves from the trenches, 
and we had to wait at least thirty minutes for a spe¬ 
cial emergency force to get us out. Part of the prob¬ 
lem was that, because of the thick dust, the team 
had difficulty finding us. The strong wind did not 
stop blowing, and it was not easy to see very far. 
When I was finally free, I was shaking, nauseated, 
and my vision was still blurred. I held a quick roll 
call of my platoon, and two men were unaccounted 
for. The remainder of my men and I conducted a 
search for the two missing marines, but we could 
not locate them. They had gone into the trenches 
with us, but now we were unable to find them. I 
never saw the two young marines again. 

My platoon had been delayed in its mission, and 
we had to conduct our field exercise. We began to 
sweep the area [perform a tactical maneuver]. As we 
approached ground zero, I saw tanks melted down, 
and other heavy equipment burned to cinders. We 
continued sweeping for about two hours, cleared a 
helicopter landing zone, and formed a tight perime¬ 
ter while a company of marines landed in the area 
we had cleared. The company that arrived attacked 
a hill and joined other elements of the battalion that 
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were attacking from different directions. Later we 
were force marched to a place where trucks were 
waiting for us. Before boarding the vehicles, we 
were checked with some type of an instrument that 
I think was a Geiger counter. When I was checked, 
the thing ticked loudly, and the man who monitored 
me told me something that I have never forgotten. 
He said, “Marine, you have had it. You get in that 
truck over there with the other men.” Before I got 
in the truck, my badge was taken away by a young 
lieutenant. About half of my platoon was with me. 
We were then transported to a special place where 
we stripped down, were hosed off, and were given 
some special type of soap to shower with. All our 
clothes were burned. We were issued new clothing 
and weapons. I was still shaking. I felt nauseated and 
had a splitting headache. My vision had not 
returned to normal. 


Bill Starbuck had been transferred to Desert Rock specifi 
cally for the Hood exercise. He was a recruiting officer sent to 
the test site to experience atomic deployment firsthand. His 
superiors felt that his becoming an atomic veteran would 
make him more effective in his recruiting. While he was 
kneeling in the trench, dirt and sand collected around him 
like sugar poured from a large sack. Partly buried, he felt for¬ 
tunate at being able to pull himself from the trench alive after 
the shock wave passed. 


The thermonuclear detonation left a lasting impression on 
Jim Kleinschmidt. He was assigned to an 81-millimeter mortar 
platoon as a communications operator. He and other mem¬ 
bers of the platoon were partly buried beneath loose soil from 
the trench walls but managed to dig out and move off into the 
desert as planned to lay down a base of fire for the attacking 
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When the exercise was over, they Raided tr ^ 

.. .In.cn close enough to ground «tosee the^ 

I Irinschnmdt saw s anAuildings—that had 

„ mound him— tanks and experience, he knew 

.Icstroyed by the blast_F on 1 h ’ on target 

• ui thousands of mortar she § He was 

,:r:C:e"t SS—. None o. 

Other meni spoke. They,geigeant'charles Trent, assigned 

, 0 ll„wmg the blast,Fst b g detonation> grabbed 

1 , 1 he brigade staff during cer tain grave in the 

ni. 11 by the arms and pulled the he$ mem bers of his 

nllapsing trenches. Once out o £ of one another. 

.. S-oped been restored, 

When a semblance of ® ll ^ f n of twos and began their 

I .cut’s small group formed a ra diological-safety 

loucd march toward ground zero A * short 

, M)crl who accompanied them haltedthe serg A$ ^ 

o.his objective. Trent wasontanrinated area, he 
was being whisked in the dust 


The Reynolds Electric helicop.erjuwey team, Rafter 

l’liscilla, had to delay lts ,™Sckpoints the aerial survey at 
one Cd"n aMtude began si, hours 

later than planned. 


Hood’s awesome fireball quicWy became a 1 ^ mass 

radioactive cloud. W ; lh " a ,'"TLSight and one-half 
had ascended forty-five t o 4 , ofl sca ttered it in 

SSl—SSs of Ifteen thousand, twenty-five 
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Mi ItgTcata V? "* AEC P-<»' 

front accompanied by hiehvelJrt, Mor^ a,, approach,n, 
disappeared among the otWu The hi « hest >«'' 

mission of Air Force I U .^ in tke troposphere. Tlir 

der was no longer to sampfette mba11 and J ohn Al 

were told that the blastton d h, f 5* * Rnd iL T,1 < ' 
could not locate the top layer of the t be r , epeated d they 
two experienced pilotsmore th™ T® C,0UcLJt took tll( 
fifty miles offsite^nd camouflaged^ 101 " f ° find the c,oud . 
clouds, so that they could collected ^ f SUrroundin g natural 
ter on the specially designed Pridc ^r u ? particu,ate mal 
of their aircraft. S g ds atacdied to the fuel tanks 


br£de n of E a w«ry rnSvete" had e " ded 3 click - lhl ' 
and left the test site. rans com P^ et ed its mission 


Aftermath 

design'd toi^7kmwkdg7ol b “ W 
tr™ “ P °" «,nipn*nt, maSldptt 
-Deparrment of Defense memo, April , 5> 

DhectofAEC D 0 ' 0 " 1 '', 31 AD ' Sta,bif d 

lions • AEC D,v,s,on ° f Military Applica- 

in the Hood shot 
penence of the past and saw in it little cause 
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( • alarm. But some of them died prematurely, and others 
1 ■. m lo develop unusual degenerative diseases. 

< in January 24,1978, the Subcommittee on Health and the 
1 m iionment of the U.S. House of Representatives Interna- 
1 . n il and Foreign Commerce Committee began hearings 
min I lie matter of participation by military personnel in 
mu li ar weapons tests. Chaired by Representative Paul Rog- 
- n 11I Florida, the hearings were held over a period of two 

... One member of the subcommittee. Representative 

I mi l,ee Carter of Kentucky, was particularly concerned. 
I wo of his constituents had been nuclear weapons test parti- 
■ Ipants; one had died and the other had leukemia. 

I hiring the second day of the hearings. Army Major Alan 
'•Inker, a Department of Defense nuclear weapons officer, 
uppcared before the subcommittee. Representative Rogers 
questioned Skerker about Hood. The major confirmed that 

I lie blast had in fact been 77 kilotons. Rogers queried further, 
"There was heavy exposure in Hood?” 

“Yes, sir,” Skerker replied. 

Rogers then asked Skerker if the major knew the identity of 
llie marines involved in the test. Skerker replied that he could 
not very readily identify the Hood participants, and Carter 
•.aid, “It would be easier for us to find the members of Quan- 

II ill’s guerrillas than it would be to find the men who were at 
I )esert Rock. I think, if you have no more organization and no 
more knowledge of what you are doing, that a dozen good 
men with some willow switches could whip the Pentagon.” 

Skerker did tell Carter that two marine companies moved 
lo “within safe distance—four hundred yards—of ground 
zero” after the explosion of Hood. Carter then asked Skerker 
to reveal the message on a card handed to him by a senior 
officer before he testified. “Which card is that, sir?” Skerker 
asked. 

Undeterred by the witness’s apparently feigned ignorance. 
Carter made his question precise: “The one in your left 
breast pocket.” 
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read, ' Do P „ t votaeerai e V‘ " ^ h ° m his P«** and 
°ut of you.” aS?S.%5S,“« them f' » 
Skerker was transferred to Germany Mai °' 

FlShSMNaSafA lly ; gain Tc en R °S““Hod 

ness. Questioning Putnam°P ^ cade ^y° f Sciences as a wit 

[emphasis added]explosion Mte Cftid StateT the 
m .957 [involving] apoo marines " “ *“ at Ho ° d 

Putnam replied, “Oh yes!” 

PresidenTE^enfesweTancTcdher^have'b^come 3 ^ “ ^ ^ 
the planum ££ Vhet formal '* *52^ 

tainabie, hn, ai, toe fe redt™ e " there A fejean” 

test was officially announreH Th» f , an bomb 

Johnson explained “The art' •* 0I ? 1 P an y in g the balloon shots, 
ion in the soi w« a^th Y lnd “ ced b * " eu ‘ r0 " ahsorp. 
hour a, 

depth ofTwo feet by eafh hn ? g u° USy radioactive to a 
remained in the soil and was carted imothe'^b! JjS' i ° n 

many as several hundrer! m x posed each hour to as 

Which onr film badges were noTfcigrrel to yjf 

government bulletin states, “Very fet, 
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11 pons test participants were exposed to neutron radia- 

I Inn/’ 

When questioned about Hood, representatives of govern- 
mrnt agencies and high-ranking officers in the Marine Corps 
1 ritvc offered only a standard, vague response: “Very little is 
t now about Hood,” or, “We know less about Hood than 
tilmut any other shot in which troops were involved.” There 
Ims never been an official admission that a thermonuclear or 
hydrogen weapon has ever been detonated within the conti¬ 
nental limits of the United States. 

All efforts by Congress, veterans, and others to discover 
the type and composition of Hood have been repeatedly 
thwarted. I had sent Freedom of Information Act requests to 
I ivermore Laboratory and the Department of Energy. Both 
1 cplied with statements that indicated the information was 
not to be released. But I uncovered the truth in a letter— 
which came as a complete surprise—written to me by Lieu¬ 
tenant Colonel William J. McGee of the Defense Nuclear 
Agency. Dated July 7, 1980, the letter revealed that, “Hood 
was the largest device detonated in the United States. It was a 
I hcrmonuclear device and a prototype of some thermonuclear 
weapons currently in the national stockpile. The neutron out¬ 
put was comparable to that produced in some other 
tests. . . Thus, Colonel McGee gave away one of the best 
kept secrets of nuclear testing. A hydrogen bomb had been 
exploded in Nevada, and marines had been exposed to a blast 
with many times the killing force of an atomic bomb! 

The Atomic Energy Commission and the nuclear scientific 
community were well aware that a hydrogen experiment 
would be conducted in the United States. Gerry Johnson’s 
“top secret” operations order, which has since been declassi¬ 
fied, read: 

Plumbbob is designed to conduct experiments 
advancing technical understanding of nuclear and 
thermonuclear weapons, to test prototypes and 
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develop further information on their military and 
civil effects. 

On that fateful day in July 1957, we eager young marine, 
were unaware of the memo Major General A. D. Starbird had 
received three months before: “A series of military effects 
experiments [have been] designed to increase knowledge ol 
the effects of nuclear detonations upon military equipment, 
material and personnel.” That dreadful flash in the western 
sky at 4:40 on the morning of July 5, 1957, did not enrich 
anyone’s existence. The bomb’s designers congratulated each 
other on their success because the hydrogen trigger mecha 
nism employed in the Hood event would be used in the large 
megaton explosions planned for subsequent tests in the 
Pacific. 

While the nuclear gang was overly pleased with the results 
of the July 5 test, we members of the Fourth Marine Corps 
Provisional Atomic Exercise Brigade were becoming heirs to 
a grim and insidious legacy of genetic mutation, delayed 
radiation illness, and premature death. Far from being proud 
and willing participants in necessary combat maneuvers, we 
were, instead, unwitting subjects of nuclear experimentation, 
initiated by our exposure to radiation into eternal member¬ 
ship in the “neutron brigade.” 


Beyond the Blue Horizons 

If I were asked ... I would say . . . go back to Eniwe- 
tok . . . put them on a raft and set them off. 

—Lewis Strauss, Chairman 
Atomic Energy Commission 

The 1957 Plumbbob series ended in Nevada on December 12 
with a small safety experiment exploded in an underground 
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U. », Gerald Johnson 

.. in Nevada because he be ,eved the all 

. "a scene resembhng some gantfloor ao ^ ^ a 

.. <•( Pe^ons ™nn,ng wound * f d be ^ducted in 

. t,td where there is no resultant fallou . plumbbo b 

1 ■" lhirly ' f0 L"^ tes,s 

m tics were a record for Nevada ^ Ground s. 

be carried out a Energ y Commission tested 

Beginning in 1954 , Bikini Eniwetok, and John- 

•nniy, navy, marine a men anive d at the proving 

P^l^SL/Fewexc^t^ne.o.dret^ 

wou.d be filled with the fires 
Irom thirty-five nuclear explosrons. ^ ^ y g Army 

Sergeant FirstQas^OrvilleE. Kelly of Burlington, Iowa. 
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I )estination Unknown- 
Mission Uncertain, 
Nevada to the Pacific 


When you reach those Pearly Gates, 

You will hear St. Peter yell; 

Pall in, men from ’Wetok; 

You’ve served your hitch in Hell! 

—A Lonesome GI 
Eniwetok 

< tivillc E. Kelly, co-founder of the National Association of 
Atomic Veterans, recalled his hitch in hell: 

Fourteen of us, communications specialists from the 
Air Force, Army and Navy, stood on a quiet beach 
on Japtan Island at Eniwetok in the North Pacific 
listening to the voice from a portable countdown 
receiver on the sand beside us. It was Monday, May 
5, 1958, and we were about to observe our first 
nuclear detonation, as members of Task Group 7.2; 
Joint Task Force Seven. We were participants in 
phase one of Operation Hardtack. 

Each of us was lost in our own thoughts in the 
predawn silence, as we reluctantly faced toward 
ground zero across the calm lagoon. The blast was 
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Countdown Zero 

to be a surface shot, called Cactus, and it would be 
detonated from a site on Runit Island approximately 

be V r8 kltn ° m ° Ur iSl f nd - CactUS ^expected to 

fh K J! SIZe ‘ 11 WOuld be more powerful 
an the bomb dropped over Hiroshima, but none 
of us knew exactly what to expect. 

th* S a , S ff ant firSt class in the U - S - Army, I was 
the enlisted noncommissioned officer in command 

of Japtan Island. The thirteen other serviceman 

£aC | h !i te W ° rked ' n the radio receiver station 
01 as C00ks in the mess hall- In addition 
to the fourteen servicemen on the island at the time 
there were four employees of Holmes and Narver a 
civilian contracting firm. These four men operated 
the power and distillation plants on Japtan Island 

beach °siteV XCept ^ the C,vihans ’ were at th e 
ach site because my commanding officer had 

ordered us to be there. No one seemed to know why 

Jj® a jJ ? St3nd ° n the beacb and face toward the 

learned to* LJ ,en,ber /1 of the armed fo ^es I had 
them d f ° W ° rderS With0Ut questioning 

I detested the sound of the voice coming from the 
countdown receiver on the beach. Its tone was so 
calm while we were all fearful of what we were 
about to see. We had heard rumors of how a nudear 

Uonffi’ th Hen t det0nated ’ mi § ht set °ff a chain reac¬ 
tion in the atmosphere. There had been some talk 

from th"e Ttoir bkSt th3t had W1 ' ped an 
fr was just ten seconds away from H-hour and the 

two one™ nUCd: * • • five ’ four ’ ^ree. 

Suddenly the world in front of me exploded into 
one big frenzy of light, heat and sound Gigantic 
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ii lines shot upward. Shortly after the blast a shock 
" «vc swept across the lagoon, startling us as it 
almost knocked us over. My eyes saw what was hap¬ 
pening, but it seemed as though my brain was 
tumble to record all the sensations I was experienc¬ 
ing. 

Not one of us who watched that nuclear blast sig¬ 
naling the start of Operation Hardtack could ever 
tinier ibe accurately what we saw. I could only imag¬ 
ine I he devastation at ground zero as Runit Island 
w.is completely obliterated by an intense, blinding 
light, many times brighter than the sun. We stood 
there mesmerized by the brilliance of the fireball 
lli.it we viewed through the clouded lenses of our 
upecial goggles. There had been rumors that people 
in Hawaii, 2,380 nautical miles away, could see 
Hashes of light from some of the larger predawn 
detonations of previous tests in 1954 and 1956. I 
thought about all the people who had no idea of the 
terrible force I was seeing. I wondered how many 
more of these shots I would have to watch. 

(lloyd Jones, another army sergeant, was standing next to 
I i lly that May morning. He tells his story: 

We were grouped together on the side of the island 
facing the blast, and we had to look toward the 
ground zero area. Our eyes were covered with 
tinted glasses. We wore khaki shirts and shorts, and 
our clothing was covered by our military ponchos. 
Nonetheless, we still felt the heat and the shock 
wave from the blast. When the force reached our 
island, the land beneath our feet began to tremble 
and shake, and I thought we were having an earth¬ 
quake. 

As we continued watching the Cactus shot, we 
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observed that the cloud from the blast reached its 
maximum height in about ten minutes. Then, the 
cloud began to spread out and for about two hours 
after the blast the sky above us was pink. Because 
the explosion created a huge crater on Runit Island, 
dirt and debris were carried skyward with the 
cloud. 

Kelly picks up the story: 

After about twenty minutes of watching the awe¬ 
inspiring phenomenon, I dismissed my men and 
returned to the barracks. Later, as I sat in the recre¬ 
ation building on the island, drinking cognac and 
Coca-Cola in the stifling, tropical heat, I thought 
about what I had seen. It frightened me to think that 
I was participating in the testing of weapons so ter¬ 
rible that just one of them could destroy a large city 
and kill tens of thousands of innocent men, women 
and children. It would not be conventional warfare 
as we know it, but rather a crime against humanity, 
if an atomic weapon were to be dropped again on 
any city in the world. 

What was I, a twenty-seven-year-old sergeant 
first class in the United States Army, doing on an 
isolated island in the Pacific in 1958, watching the 
first in a series of twenty-two nuclear weapons tests 
at the Eniwetok Proving Grounds? 
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A Home at Last 

I um pleased to announce that Orville E. Kelly has been 

«,nioled to Battalion Sergeant Major 
1 —William F. Long 

Colonel, U.S. Army 

Mlly was born in Columbus Junction, Iowa, the son of an 
mi wed teenage girl. As she was unable to care for him, he was 
Zed on tcf her parents. Hisgrandfather .wasr ar, rtmeran 
Lin laborer and the family led a nomad,c bfe-Theu '°" 6 “ 

.in any one place was Farmington, Iowa, when Ke % 

Je. A dilapidated, unpainted, two-story wood house 

'"h,retdn h g 0 Orvii!e a waTsurprised by a discovery that 
would heighten his awareness of the world outs.de Iowa. He 
Inund the entrance to the attic, and carry, ng a kero sene 
I .lino he climbed a wooden ladder to the storage place. Lift 
i„K the light into the darkness, he saw books and ma §^ines 
lucked neatly in a corner. Orville’s excitemen mounted£ 
hr approached the dusty cornucopia. He brushed off the 
, ache and picked out books that intrigued him. 

He began to read. He read stories of faraway places and 
Imagined himself as the central character. Swiss Family Rob¬ 
inson became a favorite story. The young farmboy pictured 
himself as a member of a family living in a tree house on 
,topical island and dreamed of the day his fantasy wodd 
become real. Using a dog-eared dictionary, Orville found the 
meaning of words he did not know. In three monthsTie: read 
nil the books and magazines stored in the attic of the 
house. The peace Orville found reading in the at ic ended 
when his grandparents began to quarrel frequen y. 
nrgumentsled to the end of the marriage, and Orville was not 
able to live with either grandparent. 


































Countdown Zero 


Orville was sent to an aunt and uncle. There was not nm< 1 
happiness in his new home, and during his senior year in lm i 
school, when an army recruiter visited the town, Orvill* 
enlisted without a moment’s hesitation. He had heard stoi i< 
of the opportunities in the Army, and he wanted to travel i. 
some of those places he had read about. In his seventeen 
years, Orville had yet to leave the state of Iowa. 

In July 1948, Kelly went into the Army. He felt the servi<< 
would become his home and expected the men in the servic < 
to become his family. Reading and writing appealed to him, 
and he chose administration as a specialty. Kelly completed .1 
four-month course and reported to his first duty station. I In 
newly acquired skills prepared him to carry out administu 
tive tasks with great competence. His promise was recog 
nized by his superiors and he rapidly acquired the three 
stripes of a buck sergeant. Tours of duty in Japan and Kore.i 
provided some of the travel he longed for. 

After his tours in Asia, he was assigned to duty in France. 
He had been involved in operations and staff work, but now 
he had a desire to lead men. He mentioned to his buddies thal 
he wanted to be in the infantry and they thought he was 
insane. France was pleasant, easy duty. Germany, where he 
wanted to go, meant associating with "dog-faces who drink 
and fight.” 

Kelly did go to Germany and in the bitter cold led his men 
as they patrolled near the Czechoslovakian border. In spring 
1954, he was assigned to the Third Battalion of the Twelfth 
U.S. Infantry in Hanau, Germany. The Third Battalion was 
on continuous Cold War alert, and the operations staff of the 
unit was its nerve center. Kelly’s superb performance had 
been noted, and when a temporary position of sergeant-major 
opened up, his superior officer recommended him to Colonel 
William F. Long, Jr., the battalion commander, for the 
increase in rank. 

"Sergeant Kelly was my persona! choice for sergeant-major 
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Ihr battalion,” says Colonel Long. “When it developed 
,« I had appointed the youngest sergeant-major in the 
■ IM ||i Infantry Division, and perhaps in the United States 
< . my it was a tribute to his professional reputation and per- 
, 4 modesty that there were no complaints by his fellow 

MttfU « nninissioned officers. 

M the age of twenty-two, Kelly had become the highes 
...kltiK noncommissioned officer in his battalion. His friends 
. imlnngly speculated that he probably would be a general 

•. line lie was thirty. . 

t illy knew differently, however. He was not interested in 
i . Mining an officer. He had been to Officer Candidate 
1 |,on| in 1951 and, although he was a good student he did not 
1. the attitudes of superiority and elitism he observed in 
Mute officers. Kelly was proud of his ability to work with 
il.niic above and below him in rank. This was a considerable 
iitcvcment, given the rigidly adhered-to stratification ot 
• iitly and social relationships within the service. 

t he sergeant-major rank was temporary, but Kelly 
.. . nved another promotion from his permanent rank ot staff 
.. igcant and left Germany with the rank of sergeant first 
, | im . With eight years of life devoted to the military, he reen- 
Uitcd for another six years on December 31,1956. After com- 
,tiffing Signal and Communications School in Fort Mon¬ 
mouth, New Jersey, he was transferred to a top-secret army 
lumsmitter site in Woodbridge, Virginia. 

While Kelly was in Virginia, an opportunity arose to 
volunteer for duty in the Pacific. His childhood fascination 
lot the tropics had been recently heightened by reading 
I tunes Michener’s Tales of the South Pacific. He dreamed of 
idyllic settings with swaying coconut palms and unspoiled, 
itmny beaches. These visions led him to look forward to his 

twelve-month tour of duty. ...... 

A few months later Kelly was told that he would be pining 
Pacific Task Group Seven. When he inquired where the 
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S TLl 0ine - his ! mraediate superior, a captain, m, 
a forergn soundmg name, “Eniwetok Atoll, a pan 
the Marshall Island chain.” ’ v 


Phlnn^lnH f ry T dway between Hawaii and "<• 
clu S e r nd , C T’ S ° f 3 3rge gr0Up of sma11 coral islan.1 

clustered around the lagoons of thirty-two separate atoll, 

mdes Eniw 3 eT 3C / 0SS S, ' X hundred and W nauti, ... 
miles Eniwetok Atoll is the most northwesterly. It is a rin 

dZltnZl CirCHn ^ 3 ,ag °° n twent y long anil I 

risefabove the shallow'reef WldeSl A «*■ * 

During World War II the Marshalls were of strata*, 
importance to both Japan and the United States. The isfan.l 
chain was directly in the path of the United States’ progrr 
3 cross the Central Pacific, and as long as the Japanese L „ 

t P he d ph T MarShallS ^ he U '. S ‘ W3S denied 3 direct route t0 bo11 ' 
the Philippines and mainland Japan. In February 1945 then 

On^h CStimated 24 ’ 000 J a P a nese troops in the Marshalls 
On February 12, American marines and infantry launched an 
offensive which swept across the Marshalls and culminate,I 
hventy o ne days later with the capture of Eniwetok Atoll 

t^e St ?s e a W ndt; • Th r ^ ^ * SCCl " e ’” ma "^ hoisto<l 
the Stars and Stripes to the top of the flagpole on Eniwc 

M a ny of the islands of Eniwetok were almost leveled to 

attacks°After X ^ bombardments and repeated ai. 
attacks. After the near destruction of much of their home 

land, many of the Marshallese, including the Eniwetokians 

became the Pacific orphans of World War II. 

Two years after the surrender of Japan, the Marshall 
Islands became a U.S. Trust Territo \y. ThelruVteesh 
arrangement allowed the United States to use EniwcSk fo? 
mi 1 ary purposes, while denying entry to outsiders. In 
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- oilier 1946, Washington officials announced that Eniwe- 
■ ''Mild be used for a series of nuclear tests. The inhabi- 
met the same fate that had earlier befallen the Bikinians 
• 1 ,m ic moved to other atolls south of their homeland. 
*•» ildcrcd and confused, the one hundred forty-two islan- 
wept when they left. The U.S. Navy, which relocated 
natives, concealed their misery when it issued a state- 
■ ' 1 1 “The natives are delighted about the atomic bomb 
li has already brought them prosperity and a promising 
»« ' future.” 

In April 1948, nuclear tests began at Eniwetok, and during 
next ten years, forty-six announced atmospheric detona- 
1, • were exploded on the islands and in the tranquil lagoon. 

. to 1952, there were forty-one islands in the Eniwetok 

'•ill Upon the detonation of the United States’ first 
. '>i»imeed thermonuclear device, shot Mike, 10.5 megatons 
.1 d/e, one of the islands was vaporized. 


Hardtack 1—1958 

I do not understand why, with all the land in the United 
States, the government chose to blow up my country and 
destroy our homeland. 

—Chief Johannes Peter 
Eniwetok 

Chinning for the 1958 atmospheric tests at the Pacific Proving 
< hounds began as early as December 1956. In October 1957, 
pl.ins took a long step forward when directors of Los Alamos 
mid Livermore met with AEC commissioners, and represen- 
1,ilives from the Department of Defense, the State Depart¬ 
ment, and the Sandia Corporation, which made triggering 
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~™! , ni , ^ fi f “! ear devices ' t0 out,ine p ,ans the 

toU^of thirtv Z the , name Siven |0 the Pacif!c operation , 
Enii^Lv T fi nU n e , ar CVentS was P ,anned: twenty-tw,, „ 

Ln kiand AECr ' a " d tW0 missile firin S s a > I" 1 " 1 
ston island. AEC Commissioner Willard Libby exor •• ■. 

concern about the large number of tests, but the y dire P C to. , - I 

Defense fes^s ed^thT P ° in ^ d ° Ut that the Department , i 
uetense insisted that a multitude of tests was necessarv i 

evelop nuclear warheads for missiles. As a result of disci, 

AFP C Tr,V he . natUre 0f the wea P°^ to be tested : 
AEC redefined the “danger” area in the Pacific A Wo 

Z7o%^: le area was deciared “ * ■&. 

wa?dSus!ed T?,'7 ' he Pmibi !“ y ° f 3 ,est "oratorim, 
was discussed. The American nuclear weapons testing n,„ 

gram was under assault from an alarmed national and Into 

national community. Winds earrying radioactive fall 

moved steadily across national boundaries, and govern 

tan Mod T re Clam ° ri "« ' 0r an end 10 atmospheric to"! 

demand foMhl° co " ,lnu . e ‘ esti "S there was an immedial, 
demand tor the nuclear labs to produce a clean hnmk u , 

they seemed unable to do it. The P 

missioner Libby that President Eisenhower had “talked 

ha^ K' ^j°r tbe need develop clean weapons and has 
t . f 1S defense of continued weapons testing on the fact 
that more tests are needed to achieve such weapons” I 
response to worldwide concern about fallout, a group of Unit 

clea^ hoT Tho 0 se ne H Wa j- SChe u Uled t0 ° bserve an tempted 
allow I IN oK Th at k tendin § the meeting were reluctant to 

the AET n b VCrS S 56 ’ 3S GeneraI Starbird ’ dire ctor ol 
pram nf \ visi0n o{ Military Applications, said, “The pro 
gram of nuclear weapons testing would suffer a serious P S el 
back if a weapon which was claimed to be clean proved not to 
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I Ins was a legitimate concern, for although the Plumb- 
*< ncs in Nevada in 1957 was supposed to test clean 
•I• . the results, as demonstrated by several of the shots, 
lx hi quite the opposite. Shot Smoky, for example, had 
1 1 miniated the area around ground zero to such an extent 
- 1 \KC scientists, unable to return to the site, were forced 
11 li ivc their measuring instruments there. 

• • nnmissioner Libby, recalling those events, said, “The 
n ! 1 id a clean weapon for UN observers should be can- 

I lie meeting adjourned with some of the commission 
umbers convinced that there was no cause for concern 
•ill a possible test moratorium. However, others did not 
m this optimism. 

I lie hot desert sands of the Nevada Test Site, laden with 
ml.imination from the Plumbbob series, had barely cooled 
Iir 11 the thirty-five atmospheric nuclear events of Hardtack 
! 'i ic approved. 

()ne AEC executive was relieved to see the tests leave the 
ml mental limits. The contamination, fallout, misfires, 
urssively high yields, and rescheduling had been taxing. 
I lie harried official remembers: 

We were happy to see that bunch from Livermore 
leave Nevada, because it seemed that every time we 
had a problem shot it was caused by them. Those 
shots might have been referred to as prototypes, but 
let me tell you, when Livermore was involved, the 
word prototype was a misnomer. Livermore tests 
were experiments where the unexpected happened 
frequently. After the Plumbbob series, Livermore 
went out to Eniwetok and really blew the hell out of 
the Pacific. 
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SST*’ “ d ' he bMt ' S «■ Pitching frig,. 

side of Japtaif The^sland^ ^ C ^ annel and mad e (lie i. 
Jong and Jess than a mt e tif/Tncn 1° ** ^ tW ° 
wetok, Japtan was covered with lush / ^ Parry and 1 

groves of coconut palms planted b1’r° P ' Ca vegetation •"■ J | 
early 1900s At first kv»?i m German settlers in n . 

ter ne’r ”h e bea £S M 3 ‘ halChed 

dock, three other holdings on th^? Mt “PP^hed the sr.ui, 
into view. He looked down into the rl P ° 1* ' S,and Cl "" f 
assortment of brightly colored fish Water and saw I 
face. In the Pacific sinlSht ^ k s ^ mm,ng near the 
with palms, were the most of the is,and r Iinr.1 

He though, h^eenag?*^^''“ «» »» 
come true. S ms of a tropical paradise h.i,l I 

ouZ^VtoS, Lh P o had h a e Sma " d0C i and N>P* 
Me! bag and said, “Take care rfT”' c™ '° SSed 0UI 
Orville helped them cast off J f? I 7160 ’ Sergeant Kelly. 1 
into the channel and the boat headed back o„l 

Orville recalls his first day on Japtan: 

and^Mked'down^the^sandy^bea^^aftt-as S JT° d 

beautiful island of ,h e ™lk aSS ' 8 " ed '° ' he most 

I walked up the beach toward the cluster of h, -m 

sh K ai f ™ 

racks, a^ifs y m eTal sidf co^'t" 8 ' he 

wasThe mess^alland^ ' hroUSh ' ^'^arracb 

ess nail and a recreation building. 


I trslination Unknown—Mission Uncertain 

I entered one of the Quonset huts and introduced 
..., <11 to two of the men. An easygoing West Vir- 
i with a Southern accent stuck out his hand 
*hiI smiled. His name was Cloyd Jones, and I felt we 
• mid get along well. The other man, an immense 
i mi luindred-sixty-pound cook, nicknamed Tiny, 
Miluctantly acknowledged me, and I immediately 
■ used he might cause me trouble. 

While we were talking, a small dog ran up to me 
mid barked for attention. When I looked down I saw 
lie was missing part of his upper lip. Jones told me 
lli.il the dog’s name was Smiley because his lip had 
been torn into a permanent smile by a sand shark he 
hied to catch. I reached down and patted Smiley, 
and the little dog followed me into my quarters, 
where I placed my duffel bag on my bunk. With 
Smiley as my escort, I went out to meet the other 
personnel on the island. 

I lie men under Orville’s command had come to Japtan as a 
• • nil of various circumstances. Some, like Kelly, had volun- 
l< < lt d, while others had been assigned to duty in the Pacific. 
\ lew of his men had been sent to Eniwetok Atoll for disci¬ 
plinary reasons. One army corporal under Kelly’s command 
liiid threatened to burn down his stateside barracks if he was 
irinsed a transfer. It was Orville’s task to organize these men 
Into an efficient team. 

Orville thought he had found his island paradise. At first 
l lie men gave him few problems, the receiving station was 
manned and operating, and his mission went well. As the 
weeks passed, he came to know his island more intimately. 
I he coast facing the lagoon had long expanses of white 
beaches that extended into warm, turquoise waters. On the 
ocean side of the island the rusted remains of a Japanese 
heigh ter, run aground during the Japanese occupation of the 
Marshall Islands, jutted from the water. 


101 











Countdown Zero 


Orville found Japtan to be a curious mixture of idyll- 
beauty and hidden danger. Sometimes the men swam m ■ | 
netted area of the lagoon that protected them from sharks .n 
from the deadly lion fish and stone fish, whose poison^' 
barbs could end a man’s life. Some of the more ventureson ■ 
swimmers snorkeled the reef, where they collected beaut ilt 
sea shells. A few Java lizards remained on the island. Hunlf 
nearly to extinction, they were rarely seen. Kelly was shock< 
when he first saw one. Eight feet long with a huge head ami 
flicking tongue, it dragged itself across the ground like a pu 
historic monster. Coconut crabs, with one huge claw strong 
enough to break open a coconut, scuttled across the saml 
Like many tropical islands, Japtan was infested with lar>/ 
rats. Stray dogs, left behind by the evacuated Eniwetokian 
roamed the jungle perimeter of the small military camp. 

Although the men enjoyed the waters of the lagoon, their 
were many hours during the day when they had nothing to 
do. They amused themselves by playing practical jokes on 
one another, drinking, gambling, and watching an occasional 
movie in the recreation hall. There was no female compan 
ionship. Activities yielded little satisfaction, and the men 
became bored and restless in their tropical paradise. 

Orville tells what they did to overcome boredom: 

The men had their projects and I had mine. On 
Japtan the senior person was in charge of managing 
the recreation hall and the beer concession. We did 
not have liquor on our island, and on one of my trips 
to Eniwetok Island I learned that the personnel on 
Parry could not obtain beer except from a dispenser 
in their club. On the return trip to Japtan I stopped 
by Parry Island and negotiated an exchange pro¬ 
gram. I traded them one case of beer for one bottle 
of liquor. 

A deciding factor for the men in choosing a pas¬ 
time was its deviation from military regulations. If it 
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. „ against military rules, they wanted to do it. I 
; , *d these infractions because theresrmpJf«- 
enough activity during nonduty hours to keep 

them busy. 


I.. Friberg 

, Anny reservist who had been 1 ad married one of 

* -tv i«R to be a mining engineer,Jnb ^ yolunteer {or 

. , irissmates. At age wen X, jf e w jtb the means to 

. , duty in order to ^ commander 

other men. Friberg 

. 11 . about his special project. 


making pipe bombs for no other purpose than to see 
they would explode. At first I had numerous fa.l- 
ures because I could never control the timing of a 
bomb’s detonation. Once I mixed what I considered 
to be a safe proportion, screwed the cap on the pip , 
and wUhouf warning sugar and bleach spewed a 
a m p and the guvs who were watching me. It 

zzz: dir* 1 »rs'i a 4 

the riPht chemistry. I screwed the cap on the p p 
and ’placed the bomb in a steel wash basrn m the 
kitchen. 1 moved to the other side of the room to 

hall was going to disappear in flames. After thatep 
sodeTdecided not to make any more pipe bombs. 
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Friberg tells of another project: 

On Japtan men were always doing something differ 
ent and unique. We had two men who made a glass 
bottom boat. Somehow they acquired a bulldozci 
engine and the frame of an old Army tiruck and used 
it for the boat. Amazingly, they found a glass pant- 
big enough to insert in the frame and started to con 
struct the craft. The project took much of their 
time, and as the boat took shape the guys became 
excited by the prospect of cruising in the lagoon and 
being able to look down into the water at the vari¬ 
eties of sea life. 

Finally, the boat was finished. The engine was 
mounted, and the small vessel was launched amid 
much cheering and celebration. The two boat- 
wrights floated out on the water, fired up the old 
diesel and jammed it in gear. Instead of going for¬ 
ward, the boat went backward. Amid jeers and cat¬ 
calls, the two skippers struggled with the engine and 
its gears, but when they turned on the power the 
glass-bottom boat only traveled in reverse. 

One night I was awakened by a loud noise. I stum¬ 
bled outside in the darkness to see the two men 
dragging the boat behind the jeep. They went 
around the coral perimeter road over and over 
again. The men didn’t stop until there was nothing 
left of the glass-bottom boat but splinters, twisted 
metal and broken glass. 

Kelly remembered the boat incident welll: 

When those men finally launched their contraption 
I cheered along with the other men. When they got 
out in the lagoon and couldn’t get the boat to go 
forward they cursed and yelled as they tried every- 
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,0 c et that creation of theirs to go forward, but 
fi worked. I was amused most of the t,me but 
", ™ they destroyed the boat m he middlet of the 

o'Xmomeit. forgot about the whole epr- 

" One afternoon, not long after the boat was demob 
.,1 a er0UD of us were sitting around drinking. 

1SsSSiS 

I’n/yled, I asked him what he was talking about He 
IV. and the Navy 

It U? Army—the glass-bottom boat that forever 
''TguesfwIT should have stopped drinking r^ht 

' tatfthe Navy chief and . began 
10 talk about the women we had known in the past, 

carriedtomnd STpS? <?.a ch«U; he sard 

1 • • 1 n 0 ™nff>c<;ed to me once that he naa 

was his girl. He contessec110 m* not 

S tXuXually^nt along with his sto- 
^^ighl^rdSUhis huge hands 
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tZtZd co thZ s of , her body . in the air - Ea < >' 

the , indi§nant and a],owed that ,1 

"»«* chi&^ -; <*■*-*. 

Di eh for matcmg such a statement. The huge cook 
rose to his feet and told the chief that h„ § k 
going to taho ih.f 1 • j f 1 that he was not 
ordefed tho M md ° f Cra P from h ™- Tiny 

started moving toward me and said fhaf h 
fabl? ^rtf? me \ I then smas hed my bottle o^eTa 

told him thaTif he??' d Cd§e in hi$ direction and 

row mm that if he took one more step I would kill 
him I meant it too, because at that moment ?hated 

§Pi §§m 

lines. The other men in the room had moved awav 
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f inally, the cook dropped his arm to his side and 
iislrased the neck of his broken bottle. He mumbled 
• imcthing about how the isolation and boredom 
made him act strangely. As an act of reconciliation 
hr invited me to the kitchen to have a steak with 
him. Later, we sat there eating our meal and chat¬ 
ting amicably. It was hard to believe that we had 
been intent on killing one another less than an hour 
Ago. 

I was the authority on the small coconut cay. I 
Intended to enforce military discipline as I always 
lud with men under my command. In an attempt to 
maintain a semblance of military order, I sometimes 
had the men form a small platoon, and I would con¬ 
duct close-order drill. The men did this with vary¬ 
ing degrees of cooperation. However, as the days 
passed into weeks, and then into months, with no 
change in the listless routine, general conduct 
among the men began to deteriorate. If the men 
misbehaved, I reproached them. But the absence of 
military police and a brig made it difficult for me to 
do more than severely reprimand anyone for even 
the most severe violation of military regulations. 

By spring 1958, six months after Orville’s arrival, nearly all 
the men on Japtan had developed serious drinking problems. 
Isolation, boredom, loneliness, and frustration were all taking 
I heir toll. Discipline was breaking down alarmingly. Dis¬ 
agreements among the men were frequent, and the island’s 
small population was becoming increasingly hostile. Kelly 
lound himself trapped in his role as island commander. It was 
Kelly who broke up the fights, and he was singled out as the 
symbol of resented authority. He knew the contempt his men 
felt for him and their loathing of this tropical assignment, and 
he slowly began to lose control of them. He had already 
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Countdown Zero 

caught some of them enraged ; n i, 

powerless to reverse the g df£r d a H fl r 0m t 0 I ! eXUa, acts ’ and '*< 

personnel on Japtan Island. 100 bat Was overt akin, : i 

stant companion— a d fifth n of nd began f ° find so,ace in a «. 

duty. The pleasure he had felt wh for , vo, “ nteen ng to, n 

news of his command many mnnih 60 u C brst receive(l H 

and hatred. Why were they hereMtT tUmed to dis «" 
these men behave like soldiers He hat ‘T?° SS,b,e to ni '' 1 
cumbing to the bottle like so man r 5? ted h,mse,f for ■'■« 
erless to stop it. When he wasI ° f ? em £ but he was P<’* 
or sleeping, he attempted to maintain^ ^ bre ( akin S U P figlil 
»ng and keeping to himself. He tried . peace of mind by read 

Pranks becamTincTe^ and cruelt Y- Then 

Kelly noticed black smoke billowin, ? d dangerous - One day 
of the island. He joined others ‘ n § n from f the sou thern shoi, 
when he broke through to the beach ! n§ , toward f he fire and 
facing Parry Island ablaze The m ’^ f ° U , nd the pa,m tr <*s 
extinguish the fire and wereonlvi I * worked frantically t„ 
't spread to other groves and on ! a !? ,e t0 put il out before 

asking some questions Kellv fm, ^ tbe , entlre island. Aftci 
had conceived 1 the Ktea'cffiSSl ° Ut that tW ° ° f his n»en 

civilians on Pariy Island believf tat (Tn?/ ’ ' i° make 
ft was in this state of mind thJ v !? pt Was burning, 
learned the details of their mission pf p a " d hlS men fina,, y 
were to be among the f* Ato,, ‘ The y 

ation Hardtack. S to the nuc, ear fires of Oper 
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No Place to Hide 

\ i has met the enemy, and it is us. 

-Pogo, Walt Kelly 

I have seen men do things I don’t ever want to discuss. 

—Orville E. Kelly 

'li I lie advent of nuclear testing during the 1958 series, the 
i ldenis that Kelly had faced on Japtan would seem minor 
• "inparison. He recalled his instructions: 

On April 28, 1958 ,1 went to Eniwetok Island to 
meet with my immediate superior. The Lieutenant 
lold me that nuclear tests would begin the next 
week, and that it was mandatory that all the men on 
japtan under my command witness the tests. I was 
lold that the men would be issued tinted goggles 
and were to wear their ponchos during the actual 
detonations. We were to march to the lagoon’s 
edge, sit with our heads lowered, and face the blasts. 
After the explosion we were not to look at the fire¬ 
ball until we had counted to ten. Then the men 
were to stand and observe the fireball and the cloud 
until I dismissed them. I was given an instrument 
that would monitor radioactivity with instructions 
how to use it and was to report any unusual activity. 
There was no indoctrination, there were no lectures 
about the hazards of radiation, and no warnings 
about airborne radionuclides or fallout. I was issued 
film badges and instructed to have each man wear 
one during the day of the explosion. 

Orville Kelly had been at Eniwetok nearly seven months 
when he was notified the nuclear tests of Hardtack were to 
begin. He called his men into the recreation hall and briefed 
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10 happeSttfw a 're^ bee ; b / i f fed - °" *hat was,, ' 

to tWbeth ma tohing.. 

countdown on the beach by his sid? The ‘ b3 ‘ br0 . adcau "■ 

Z K m ,he tbre " d 

M 7ZT^ ,Kansth °^ thetau ^^ 

service feelihg'l should^ 3 ' 1 applied for fore 'gn 
see the world before I settled Opp0Ttunit y to 
Therefore, when I if 2 ?**TV nto m V ca ^- 
anticipated the events ' ^ ^ ^e testing, [ 
broaden my life experiences* '" 8 lhat Would 

was totally h U nprepa P red for th'T T"' 1 chan 8 eA 1 
I witnessed. The^eal thine e first bomb explosion 
ence. The moZ^ZnV •‘W*' 1 “ p “'- 
my conscience said “Does Cnd V ‘? '° ni2ed air > 

b.' .b . nttbnSret *“ d ’ 3 ^ "» 

before became a ve 0 ry P !bsT' e r 0 !| lbepredaWn lesls 
business. After one of thehh? W ‘ th the who,e 
turned bright red and h., ? ? Sts , my entire body 

then that f ^ ^ lt Was 

that everything was fine -> a ,, wei ^ e reassurin g us 
safe standing on the^aeoon’^ W3$ P erfect ly 
explosions, did not know what^if Watchin S the 
about. After my third nuclear experience^ Iqpent 
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* I * tnnainder of my time sheltered beneath a bed 
*t* i building whenever there was a detonation. 

i I he next sixteen weeks, Kelly and his men walked 

l.igoon shore twenty-one more times to witness Arma- 
f • <i They endured the penetrating light that, for one 

I.ment was all that existed, felt the searing heat, heard 

<•.. -uc, lolling thunder, steadied themselves on the trem- 

i island, braced themselves for the shock waves and 

* ■ • • lwere awed by the ascending fireball of colors and 
" . experienced the dwarfing scale of the blasts and their 

• m Ieeliiigs of insignificance, and they knew a penetrating 

■ mi But they could not sense the radiation. They wit- 

• ■ I Butternut, and Koa, and Wahoo, and Holly, and Yel- 
wood, and Magnolia, and Tobacco, and Rose, and 
1 inbidla, and Walnut. The men went to the dark shores of 
|.|■ ltiii and saw the rising suns of Linden, and Elder, and Oak, 

■ * * I Sequoia, and Dogwood, and Scaevola, and Pisonia, and 
1 'live, and Pine, and Quince, and Fig. The men watched a 

.Icar blast about every three days. Once there were two 

ilmls in a day. The longest period of respite from the bombs 

is eight days. On an average, the men were six miles from 
lli»- blasts. 

By the sixth week of testing, the men of Japtan were show¬ 
ing signs of the stress from both their previous isolation and 
I lie effects of the continuous nuclear blasts. Whatever margin 
ill control Kelly had over the men eroded until they were only 

ii loosely bound group sharing an island. They seemed to 
luve only the bombs in common. Only the bombs brought 
I bcin together. 


While the military men at the Nevada Test Site were 
c loser to ground zero than the men on Japtan Island, no one 
in the continental United States had to withstand the awe¬ 
some effects of explosions in the megaton range. A new 
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megaton weapon created by Livermore Laboratory - ■ 
tested during the Hardtack series on May 12, one day .hm 
two smaller shots had been fired. Code-named Koa, il 
exploded no more than fifteen miles from Japtan. The hi * 
was the equivalent of more than 1,000,000 tons of dv 
mite. 

The colossal force of the megaton shot seemed to proilu. 
new stress on the men who witnessed it. Orville, in par In 1 
lar, was aware of the inner turmoil he was experiencing. 11 
became excessively nervous and rarely had a restful night I 
his sleep he saw the flames of nuclear explosions engullm 
the atmosphere. He became afraid of the ocean and dream* 
that the island would be submerged as the angry sea tool 
retribution against those who disturbed its tranquility. 11* 
drank most of the day and began to gain weight and lose mu 
cle tone. 

The effects of the blasts on Kelly and his men had to l>< I 
dealt with by them alone. The colonel in command of joint 
Task Group 7.2 made only infrequent visits to Japtan Island, 
solely for the purpose of troop inspection. On one occasion In- 
ordered Kelly to muster his men for inspection. Because the 
number of men on Japtan fluctuated from the initial thirteen 
to as many as forty, it often was difficult to account for then 
whereabouts. During roll call one of the men was discovered 
missing. 

Orville recalls the incident: 

I’ll never forget the most embarrassing day of my 
life on Japtan. The colonel arrived and wanted to 
address the men. I held a muster and all answered 
“here” except for Hooker. I repeated his name three 
times but there was no response. I sent one of the 
men to search the buildings as I thought the missing 
man was asleep, but when the searcher returned and 
reported that he could not find Hooker I could only 
conclude that something had happened to him. The 
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utlonel admonished ”^ ralh ^^"^For 
t„ contact hun when^d oun ^ (he | ag00 n. 

S.r^soiditn^in^ 

llcH^hadbeSandexptained that we though.he 

a power lrne.hat he had,® ^ ekctlicity , 0I a 

cations room. The lin P reehouse . Standing 
there,seringa, .henhouse in «*.«*«« 

had always dreamed of doing. 

Shortly afterward Orville reposed 

Uah came to Ihe islanTtoverH^the^reporhA^wa^rant officer, 

and his 

P, Mo”ris Frteg remembers the incident: 

That evening, those of -o^duty andthe 
rant officer sat down 1 uniform 

a movie. The S The house lights 





















Countdown Zero 

stor^Tr^ z t *;™ raade a •? 

m?e .he warrant o«c„ S. ZTZ'e T 

i 

that 'itwaf ob 1 - Umped UP fr ° m h ' S seat and yelled 

For Kelly the remainder of his Pacific ini.r 
uous nightmare. As time passed k was f a contin 
became still uglier. He received ™ e behavior of the me>, 

who ran the M-boats. They accusedTllM 5 ^ ^ Sailon 

One evening, on a walk around the island r.ii 
den movement in the iunale ^ saw a SUc l 

form of one of hi s men Th, t a J >1 ' t0 make «>c 
islands dogs and waThavL ad Ca " sM one °< «« 

sickened and returned to his ml” erc ° urse Wl 'h it. Kelly was 
and his men were dangerously closed Wept ’ ^ e . knew that hc 
i"g point. Some had 

lose his mind if he did not esrane r *!?' H< ; fe,t he would 
with normal patterns of behavior ^ C ' S and t0 3 place 

con£to"him^L7hts?„ '£ nd T” a " A ™ y medic 

mg to unbearable psychologic;/ and nervousness were lead- 
— help. Th/£S^te d E 
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.md gave him a bottle of phenobarbital. Kelly was 
■ led to take two teaspoons a day and get some rest. 

' Imr disturbed than ever, Kelly then went to his com- 

■ Img officer and requested to be relieved of his command. 

■ fed for a transfer from Japtan to the main island of Eni- 
t The officer told Kelly that he was invaluable; that he 

• ■ I' mig an outstanding job and was probably the only non- 
.Hiimsioned officer in the Army who had ever commanded 

< . land. After praising Kelly for several minutes, the officer 

••tiled the sergeant with a three-day pass to Guam. 

I n mute to Guam, Orville reflected on the turmoil and 
••luppiness that had consumed his life since the testing 
m. He felt small and insignificant watching the world 
i <» mg blown apart in front of him. Each blast seemed to be a 
•ill glimpse of hell. He recalled Dante’s Inferno and, in his 
hi liable state, was convinced that he had been sentenced to 
I'Higutory on Japtan—condemned to suffer for the sins he had 

< mmiitted during his life. 

()nce he reached Guam, he found a room in one of the few 
in'ids there. The island was far from luxurious, but he had 
iIn- opportunity to bathe in fresh water, eat a meal in a res- 
imiant, and read, undisturbed by his querulous men. For 
i liosc three days he lived without the anticipation of the 
bomb. 

The second evening on Guam he decided to sample local 
l.ulics of the night. He was desperate for the warmth and 
iclcase that sex would bring. He arranged to have a woman 
visit him in his room. At the appointed time there was a 
I. nock on his door, and he opened it to see a woman with 
gieasy black hair, wearing a faded cotton dress that was much 
loo tight for her bulk. With disgust, he noticed that her bare 
feet were filthy. Regaining his composure he told the woman 
she was in the wrong room. The prostitute insisted she was 
not mistaken. Her words came to him with a strong smell of 
garlic. Orville reached in his pocket, pulled out a ten-dollar 
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and told the woman g e , out. He slept fitfully , 

anr«;iled U armotteto an h ASS ° Ciated Pr « ^ 

the Hawaiian Islands. A brighfredbSTfs 'Vj 6 V,CI ""' 
the sky over Waikiki Beach that sent Z had appea,((l 
the streets. Thousands nf h* ct • 1 peop ^ e screaming n, 

Honolulu poh-rCLt T'S rl'l't 1 " 1 " 
event. report the frightcm, 

session°hfOctober'msa 1 tHeo'‘ ba Ha,d,ack 1 I 

(erred to twoplanS^^““^'""ent had 

Island whose purpose was to det e launch , in « s f «>m Johnsl,.,, I 
■n the upper atmosph^j e ™"U d "udear detenu,,,,,, 

that Kelly’s three dav tav. ' dele , cted 1150 happen,., 
launchings. In the predawrbc”"' 0 ,'^ with °“ «„ • 

ton,ange g „uclear mMeZs “ed ftomT' V** a ' 

ton Island and exploded aTan Zhi T ^ V,C,nity of J o1 '" 
thousand feet. This was the hall r ° two hundred fil!> 

- in Hawaii eight aw™. U “ — tb ' “' 

Patrick,°a wkTpmpX^ e^tt" atlh' ? Wa “ F "' 

us the, really didn" know ^ my ut The «*"«* toll 
-e more a^onishLXXnTStS!’ 6 """ 


there was „«L?etam l Ur " ed t0 ) a Ptan he had decided 
math of psych^Trm'rSeT 5 “? lhe bomba a "« 
personnel from the othe M ^ relief wben 

how the lush, tropical foliage of the' ^ I a ptan, and he saw 
come change for Them 8 the C0C0 " ut “V was a wel 

One weekend the M-boa, brought ,„h„ Loverid g e , 0 Jap . 
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l 'W iidge, a witty, amiable Air Force sergeant manned 
■ Allied Forces radio station on Eniwetok. He and Kelly 
t up a friendship, and Loveridge visited Japtan more 
• *.i mice. 

• ' i ulge recalls one of those meetings: 

I enjoyed my visits with Orville. I shared news with 
him from the outside world and Eniwetok Atoll. I 
M-iiicmber telling him about the evening I received 
,i teletype marked “cleared for release.” The news 
item stated that Eniwetok was surrounded by Rus- 
tiiin submarines that were patrolling and observing 
llie nuclear tests. I read the message on the air and 
then dedicated the next song to “Ivan, who I know is 
listening.” 

Within minutes my tiny broadcast booth was 
swarming with military officers demanding to know 
who gave me authority to broadcast such a state¬ 
ment. I showed them the teletype copy with its 
"cleared for release” notation. One of the officers 
teminded me that Eniwetok was a top secret area 
and soldiers were not to repeat things that could 
jeopardize national security. The officer said to me, 
"Remember, Loveridge, the infirmary in Hawaii is 
filled with people who couldn’t keep their mouths 
shut!” 

Frightened and ashamed, I handed the teletype 
copy to the officer, apologized, and assured the man 
that I would forget I ever received it. 

I also told Kelly the news of a former AEC physi¬ 
cian who, opposed to the testing, had sailed his boat 
Phoenix into the forbidden zone. When told to turn 
back, he refused, was apprehended by a destroyer 
and escorted to Kwajalein. Dr. Earle Reynolds and 
his wife Barbara had been placed under arrest and 
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flown to Honolulu where the doctor was sentenced 
to six months in jail for violating the laws of the U.S. 
trusteeship. I told Kelly that I hoped the doctor was 
not one of those guys who ended up in the Honolulu 
hospital. 

Before I arrived on Japtan, I had stopped at Parry 
Island. The scientists there had just caught a fish 
from the lagoon, and, to show me how radioactive it 
was, we went into a darkroom and they held the fish 
against some unexposed photographic film. I was 
astounded when the fish actually photographed 
itself. There was a perfect image of the fish on the 
film. 

I cautioned Kelly about eating fish from the 
lagoon. Kelly reassured me that his men did not eat 
fish although they did eat the coconut crabs. Kelly 
said that all the water from the lagoon was used for 
was showering and drinking purposes. He then 
asked me if radiation could be filtered from the 
water and I said that I had no idea. 

After more drinks and a good dinner we went to 
the recreation hall and watched the current movie. 
It was about atomic radiation and monsters. The 
acting was awful, and the special effects were Hol¬ 
lywood at its most transparent. We thought it 
strange to see monsters destroyed by radiation when 
all the men at Eniwetok were exposed to it every 
day. 


The atomic detonations continued. When he was not on 
the beach observing the nuclear fires, Kelly spent most of his 
time with Smiley, driving around the island in the jeep or 
walking in the surf. There seemed to be no end to the bril¬ 
liant days which lapsed one into the other, punctuated by the 
nuclear blasts. 
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•' atmosphere ol un, “'^^[^hVb£ because they 
1. tented being ma ^ were forced to do. 

1 , c no military purpose n L they devised a 

, .1 tempt to provide variety l waited fo, the 

;:!rnt"nXew themselves to the sand before 

1 " C ' C Xfthesfshots'there was a heavy rain. When it 
Min one of these sno been issued and 

D>led Kelly took the instrument h " i(J sputter - 

• il ‘he probe ove.rLntgens, which, 
noise, the instrume^ during his briefing, 

- ,„,ling to the information g J atkm o{ the island. 

,. high enough to demand a ^ the readi ngs to his 

Manned at the radioactivity, P told t h a t the unsafe 
irtS^'StSl^enmisedtoaoroent- 
,. nx and that there was no cause for a a 


Kelly sent one of his men^ Jack ^^r^teb^wse there 
tor a few days to work at th municatio ns personnel. 

PUheirexpe^ in advanced communications, recalls: 


leted and fell asleep, w someo ne rushed in 

tired and sleeping sound y when^someone ^ ^ 

and told me to get my a '£ dressed, and, 

beach .0 watch to the'«ige 

tel ' Cl ° Sed 
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my eyes tightly and waited. There it was-, m n 

slsll'ssi’ 

fahgues. The „ex/ L‘,*„ti I t my "! 

been dou g g 

for several hours I went t ? ? Wet c,othes 
people and had them take the crwafom of ''*? 
mete, and check it. They saidThhe ^ y d ° SI ' 
reading] was high, higherVhan „ one etTbu ft 
was assured that I was okay. ’ but 1 

The largest detonation of the Hardtart r <•« • 

Oak, which was exnlnr^H f r " a [ dtack I series was six 

lagoon. In fact Oak was fhp rh^ 3 ! bar ^ e in ^e Eniweli 
hundred andthbtwfiveannn^ jT $t device of the 
seventeen years 0/United StatlT det °nations during (h 
Oak, in excess of Vom«l„ff * T P tf ric Sl " 

more than .0,000,000 tons of dynamite/ eqUI ' Val,!n ' '' 

cialist on E^fweiok Wand 'had^/h/i' 1 ' F °' Ce lelel >P es P'- 
shoreline. The w “[evenl y ^ from 

occur until the day of the event Hnl h Vf 0 ' Wa! goin ? '« 
when the island’s water town H °wever, tile men knew that 
nected to JdoJr S a„„ t Ie ! aS , anchored *''lh cables co„ 
When Mace inqufred about,he If 0 " f S sure t0 Mow. 
supervisors always told him thr 1S ance from the blasts, his 
In actuality Mace' dtr ™, ' ange Was rou « hl >’ miles, 
seven to ten mdes m 8 '° Und Zer0 va ' ied *™» 

15 !“/r°S The° P °'^ r M 
tents. They were also told to sandbag the 
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■ ► Mir against a possible change in water levels following 
■ * Hiiiiincnt blast. On Japtan, Kelly only knew that another 
m blast would soon be history, and he moved his surly 
-: ■> down to the water’s edge. 

1 in ni miles from Oak’s hypocenter, on Eniwetok Island, 
I • 1 1 Mace had a substantially different reaction: 

Mlcr it went off we could not turn and watch the 
lucball for several minutes. When our backs were 
in I lie blast, it felt as though the sun was coming out 
■iikI the heat on my back became unbearable. As I 
I limed, I saw a column of water rising rapidly from 
I lie center of the lagoon. The sight of the tremen¬ 
dous mass of ascending water was so startling that 
no one spoke. You could hear the shock waves 
bouncing off the islands as they came down the 
1 bain—boom! boom! boom! As the column rose, it 
was surrounded by ragged halos of white waves that 
seemed to produce an electrical field. There was a 
crackling sensation that swept through my body 
which I felt as much as heard. For several seconds 
the hair on my body bristled and my knees became 
weak. The column of water climbed and then mush¬ 
roomed out until the lagoon was covered with a 
giant umbrella of water. 

A silence returned to the beachhead. Thinking 
that the effects of the blast were over, we began to 
move about and discussed our reactions and 
thoughts. Perhaps twenty minutes passed. 

Some subtle motion at the shoreline caught my 
attention. There was a change in the beach; some¬ 
how it looked larger. I walked down to the sandbags 
and looked at the lagoon. It was receding. The water 
in the lagoon was moving away from the island at a 
steadily increasing rate. I had never seen anything 
like it. Then a totally unexpected phenomenon 
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the activity in?£?. We were mesmerized by 

nrL S ty ! he ,ag00n and were caught by sur 
prise. The wind struck us in the back anrl r n Lr i 

many of the men to the sand, blew our hat into the 
& and sharp,y bent ,h ' 

revXnX' “ th , e u g00n to move out 

of XX T 1 ’ "? sand ' and «* creatures 
ot the bottom. I watched as the sunken p t t 

listing at crooked angles on the sandy bottom were 

xposed. How many times have I held my breath 

and dove into those wrecks, I thought. They were 

anH P Cn0 ? §h tbat the water pressure hurt my ears 
the h h 1 C ° f U 5 Walk right out t0 them - I felt as if 
watetwaTdm 6 hg00n u had been c ^ked and the 

Of coral, might break ofl and crumble® like a sSg 

,, T , he , watei ; continued to recede for several 
undred yards, building itself into a huge wall 
There was a pause in its outward motion, a moment 
of chang ing dynamics, and then a wall of water 
gan to move slowly toward the island. The water 
gained tremendous momentum, and the tidal wave 
bore down on the coral island where my comoan 
ions and I stood awestruck on the bead/ P 
1 he lagoon water had swept out in a gradual 

anTroilfd ^nd °J its return it churned 

knowSIf th, We T UP thC beach for cover > n ot 

huge wave S$ W ° Uld hold against the 


122 


I icstination Unknown—Mission Uncertain 

I lie wave hit the shallows near the shore, reared 
i i her and broke with tremendous force against the 
I" .ich. It surged up against the sandbags and threw a 
nilmninous plume of water and spray into the air. 

I kinkfully, the sandbags held, and the successive 
>k,ivcs, which diminished in size, were also con¬ 
fined by the abutment. For hours the water in the 
l«K<>on continued to slosh like disturbed water in a 
basin, and for the rest of the day the lagoon water 
was muddy and treacherous with crosscurrents. 

i in |aptan Island, Kelly’s men had also prepared for a tidal 
- ■ «, but the waters of the lagoon did not recede as notice- 
•lily as had the waters facing Eniwetok Island. However, the 
•< nsity of the blast shattered most of the light bulbs in the 
! ni.lmgs and blew large holes in the screens on the window 
It allies. 

idly recollects the Oak blast aftermath: 

My men were much quieter than usual following 
the big shot when the island rocked like a swing. As 
the day progressed they became less subdued and 
prepared for the party we held after every shot. In 
the evening the men held the party in the newly 
constructed recreation hall made from driftwood. 
There was much laughter and boisterousness and 
several of the men danced with one another to the 
old records that were playing. 

Most of the men had been drinking for an hour or 
more by the time I arrived. I sat alone, feeling 
detached, in a corner of the room with my bottle of 
cognac. A group of men nearby were talking loudly. 

The loud chatter turned into an argument and then 
a fight. 

As had happened many times before, I moved to 
separate the men—an Army sergeant and a Navy 
petty officer. When I grabbed the petty officer he 
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jumped aside, pulled a knife and held it menacingly 
with the point a few inches from my nose. He told 
me that before I awoke the next morning that knife 
would be embedded somewhere in my body. 

The entire group stopped and stared at us. Even 
the record player was turned off. Hard teasing and 
fights were commonplace, but this time my life had 
been threatened. I walked slowly from the hall and 
took my bottle with me. I could not be sure whether 
or not the drunk and belligerent man would assault 
me as I slept. Since there were no doors on the 
rooms, I felt very unprotected. I sat up all night with 
the light on. Fortunately, the man did not enter my 
room, and I had him transferred off the island within 
two days. But the situation on Japtan had become 
unbearable for me. 

The nuclear testing ended at Eniwetok with shot Fig, firol 
on August 18. On October 30, 1958, President Eisenhown 
declared a moratorium on U.S. atmospheric nuclear testing 
that lasted four years. 

The second phase of Operation Hardtack began at tin- 
Nevada Test Site, but the tests were conducted underground 
The military men of Task Force Seven remained in the 
Pacific. Orville Kelly did not leave Eniwetok until the middle 
of November, when his twelve-month assignment ended. 

In the military air transport plane en route to the United 
States, Kelly reflected on the past year: 

I knew I had changed and sensed that I would have a 
difficult time readjusting. It was unclear to me what 
my problem was, but I could feel some disturbing 
force erupting inside me. I had seen terrifying 
destructiveness in numbing repetition. Each nu¬ 
clear explosion had been comparable to looking into 
hell. When I closed my eyes to rest, I had terrifying 
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visions of blinding bright flashes and water cascad- 

"f 'attempted 1 to unravel the real purpose of my 
wesence on Japtan Island. I could understand the 
1 casons for maintaining the receiver station, but no 
why my men and I were ordered to witness all tw 
ty hv 0 Y Hardtack explosions. Watching one test 
would have been enough, because after the first 
shot I had become fearful of nuclear might. 

That men were placed in such a remote environ¬ 
ment, exposed to repeated nuclear blasts, and then 
expected to perform as soldiers was ludicrous. 1 ha 
seen soldiers turn into animals as they lost touch 
with reality. I was virtually powerless to discipline 
these men as they underwent a metamorphosis t 
transformed them into strange, indolent creatures 
caDable of destructive and absurd behavior. 

During the last month and a half of the nuclear 
tests I excused some of my more hypertensive and 
nervous men from watching the blasts bu I con.n- 
ued to set an example by returning to the small area 
on the sandy beach to hear the countdown intoned 
by the recorded voice I had come to loathe. The 
blasts, the intense heat, the shock wave, and the vio¬ 
lent disturbance of the placid lagoon caused such an 
angry reaction in me that I was not surprised to dis 
cover that I carried much hostility..But: my anger 
was directed primarily toward myself. If I d been 
better noncom . . . I thought. 

Perhaps Kelly had been too complete a soldier. He had fol- 

Lwed orders and accepted official statements. Now he was 

Laded back to the United States with some kind of emotion 

f,° i “lSv h l'roubled. He brooded. The career Armyser- 
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geant felt shame and guilt. Despite his attempts to repress I 
emotions, he could not overcome his conviction that he I, 

Som U th d r t0 th , ed <r veIo P ment of something so intoler;,!, 
hideous that mankind would forever be sentenced to live m 
nuclear shadow. 

The residual effects of Eniwetok were still with him- thr 
were coming home with him. 
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I ih > not consider myself dying of cancer, but living despite 
It. 

—Orville E. Kelly 

t here was tragedy ahead for this talented young man, but 
.it I lie time we served together there was only admiration 
and respect for his performance as a soldier. 

—Colonel William F. Long, Jr. 

U.S. Army Infantry, Retired 

\ lien Kelly arrived in Oakland, California, on November 21, 

• lie had been out of the country exactly one year and 

* lure days. Travis Air Force Base, Kelly’s first stop upon his 
" lm 11 to the States, hadn’t changed much during his absence. 
I line had, however, been a major transformation in Sergeant 
I list Class Orville E. Kelly. Years later, he tried to put the 
U*l months of his year in the Pacific in perspective: 

I do not remember much about the end of my 
tour of duty at Eniwetok. My mind is a blank when I 
try to recall events from that period. I requested 
psychiatric help on numerous occasions while I was 
still at Eniwetok but got instead just one more bot¬ 
tle of phenobarbital, and some encouraging words 
from my superiors about my outstanding perfor¬ 
mance of duty and my critical assignment. 

After I served my tour of duty I was given a thir- 
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ty-day leave when I came back to the United States 

New'rX"'^' 0 7 " eW P ? S ‘ 3 ‘ Fort 
i ew i erse y- I don t remember much about tw 

know thaVnIT 1 W3 , S drUnk m0St 0f the time - 1 

Fnrt M h 11 u n P COntro1 over m y self - 1 reported to 
Fort Monmouth, but immediately asked fora seven 

day leave which was granted, and I returned to Bur¬ 
lington, Iowa, my home area. 

in Burlington, and I did not report back 
to dutyM was listed as an AWOL soldier Once I 
called the military police and asked them to come 
get me, but nothing happened. 

Then one night three men and I had been drink¬ 
ing pretty heavily and we stopped by a house where 
one of my aunts had worked taking care of an elder- 
y couple. I wanted to get some clothes I had le t 
there. One of the men I had just met that night 
broke a window on the back porch and we entefed 
the house. While I got my clothes he grabbed an old 
iron and an adding machine. He gave § them to me in 
the car and I took them with me to the apartment 
where I was staying. Twenty minutes fater the 
police came and arrested me. I later learned the man 
who had given me the iron and the adding machine 
was a police informer, and he had turned § me in for 
whatever good ,t did him. I was the only person 

hnnH^rl 1 7 S tned 3nd convicte d and served one 

tv fallt R , f ty 7 yS in the Des Moin « Coun- 
ty A/iI-i Bur ington for misdemeanor larceny 
While in custody I worked as a clerk in the sher- 
ff s office and rode on patrol with them. The sheriff 
wrote a letter to the United States Army saying that 

willing to°h' d 16 6356 T fr ° m Service he wou ^ d be 

interroPflip'ih mQ aS 3 deputy shenff - 1 even he, Ped 
interrogate the prisoners since I knew shorthand. 


Deathblow and New Life 


I'ltc county attorneys also wrote a letter to the 
At my telling of the extenuating circumstances of 
my case, and that even though charges were 
I Messed, the lady who owned the house had asked 
that there be no charges, only that I pay for her bro¬ 
ken window. 

I .ooking back I suppose that 120-day term in jail 
probably saved my life, because I wanted to destroy 
myself. I had visions of the entire world being 
destroyed by nuclear bombs. Lightning scared me 
lo death. I couldn’t bear an electrical storm. One 
night I drove fifty miles to get out of one. All I could 
see were flames shooting ten miles into the air, as 
they did in my dreams and nightmares—reminding 
me of Eniwetok. 

When he got out of jail, Kelly went back to Fort Mon¬ 
mouth to face a court martial for unauthorized absence, since 
In had been absent without leave because of the jail sentence. 
I lc realized he had committed a serious offense and could 
rKpcct a stiff sentence. When he didn’t get one he believed 
he knew why: 

Several members of the court martial board felt 
that there were entirely too many unanswered ques¬ 
tions as to why I had not received psychiatric help 
when I asked for it, both at Eniwetok and at Fort 
Monmouth. I had asked for assistance there too, and 
gotten none. I remember one psychiatrist who inter¬ 
viewed me. He didn’t treat me, mind you, just inter¬ 
viewed me, and he said, “Well, you have prob¬ 
lems.” For God’s sake, I knew that. I never did 
receive any psychiatric help. None at all. 

Although the board never said why it decided Kelly’s case 
as it did, he got off lightly for a man who had been AWOL for 
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“ ed and s j xt y-two days. He was fined fifty dull , 
ost two stripes, and was given a suspended six-montli, 
sentence. Kelly knew that his future^! For, ' 

not promising because officer friends told him that the , 

VO unSrl WaS by hiS sentence 0 K. . 

l, ": ,. for over seas duty and was ordered to Korc, Ii, 
had a brief leave which he spent in Burlington. 

I he first evening of Orville’s furlough he stoooed for i 1 
ner in a downtown cafe. It was an unpKffi^^: 

,. the emptiness Orville felt within himself. 

yoi*Urf” HeIrok<d up'to h xeasmZn teOfa*’ “ May . 1 llfl l l 

"moS™- f t C0Uldn ;‘ have ’ b “" "tore“E 
en with long curly hair and large green eyes. 

He discovered that her name was Wanda Klossing she w ,, 

a senior in the local high school and had been bornfn TV 

naL h ^ n ? < T‘, e ber initial "“vonsness Orville " 

ferable reeled H ff '°" e,ineS5 bad suddenly become ill 
reraDie. He reeled off the names of foreign places he I,, i 

die hlS tWClveyears with the military!She told him 

she had always wanted to travel. y 

ratld l eV fl" S ° rVllle walked Wanda home and he elalu, 

hi travel bmdTd U nT ieS ^ ^ l”"' She was fascinalc ‘ l '■> 
s travels, but didn t say much about herself. 

walked ."n Wa eV d en ' nS c e WaS back at the 'estanrant. As h, 
walked in Wanda saw him and beamed He walked her i, 

«« Wanda talked a hide ™7e a bou ^L, di 

watt to aadu S ate-Tha, 8 1 ‘° be “a" 1 ' 51 ""* scb ° o1 - a " d could,.', 
interesting bul’dtdtVk 6 WMte ,. d ‘° d ° sometbin 8 "<=w an,I 

fel 1—he had felt ft, ° W Wb J'' 0,vl11e knew b »w sir 
he had felt the same way when he was in high school 
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v\ ii.ii Orville did not know at the time was that he had 

* >n In love. But he was sure that he needed this young, 
• *il< ,md trusting girl. And he knew he could not leave for 

* " 1 without being sure of her. 

I hr next day Orville called her when she got home from 
*>1.1 She sounded uneasy. Orville paused, took a deep 

* ■• ilh. and asked Wanda to marry him. She thought he was 
, iini; lie finally succeeded in persuading her that he was 
ihmliitcly serious. 

I our days later on October 24,1959, Wanda and Orville 
*H0 married. Their honeymoon was over almost before it 
t.< gun. They had two weeks together in Burlington and then 
1 *• villc was off to Korea. Orville had hoped to be able to 

.I <• arrangements for her to follow, but the Army rules were 

iignl and inflexible. 

Oiville arrived in Korea in November 1959 and was 
aligned as operations non-commissioned officer to the 
Nlined Forces Korea radio and television network. Later, he 
■ 11 promoted to senior radio announcer. He recalled those 
tUys: 


I was elated that the Army had given me another 
chance, that the members of the court martial board 
had said this man should be returned to duty. Sev¬ 
eral officers I had worked for in the past, including 
generals, requested that I be sent to serve under 
their command, but I was happy with my job. I was 
determined to become a good soldier and earn my 
sergeant’s stripes back again. I wanted to have a 
family and some roots. 

Then something happened. I was informed that 
the Finance Section had discovered a number of 
errors in my pay records, many of which they had 
made. I had been overpaid, according to them, and I 
owed money for the expenses incurred by the mili- 
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tary police who came to Burlington. The Armv 
eaded I should get no pay whatsoever. They cut 

pregnant Tr Q f° tment to my wife who was now 
pregnant. I lived on money that I borrowed from my 

f I couldnV' 0 ^ A T Emergenc y Relief f Mds. 

. couldn t exist without pay, and my wife had no 
income. No one seemed to know whatto do 

a ™on and I ^ C0Uldn ’‘ dischar S e me wilhoul 
a reason and I was doing an outstanding job he said 

Finahy ,t was decided that I shonid rfcefve. £ 

which , could no" pa y y . fi " anC, ' al Pr ° b ' emS a " d bilk 
The commander had me draft my own recom- 
mendation for an honorable discharge, and he 
gned the document. It was sent to the states 

« thefhad" h d ' Scharse PjP ers came back, howew 
er, they had been changed to an undesirable dis¬ 
charge one step away from dishonorable! I was 
2 > Hn d ’M y commandin « °*cer could only say, "I 
E.H uT What t0 da You ’ re do ' n g an out- 
chare"' 8 l °J’i. b,,t y0U re seltin 8 lhe nndesirable dis- 
charge, and because of that I can’t give you a eood 
rating on your discharge papers.” 

So I was discharged with an undesirable dis- 

coulfl d^The 0 " 8 W ‘ th it ‘ 1 didn,t fight iL Whal 
could 1 do? They weren’t going to pay me Thev 

Z l] iT ° ut so ^uch eachVonTh, even 

though they knew they had me for quite a few years 

auZin ^ not d0 ^is. /was 

aught in a web of red tape. I didn’t have anv 

jncome and I couldn’t continue as a soldier. They 

awa^HereT ChanC6 ’ bUt the " they took 
2 ! W3S d ° ,ng my i° b > not a disciplinary 

problem, not one mark against me in Korea, not one 

ingle mark, but I was given an undesirable dis- 
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i Ihiige because they didn’t know what else to do 
with me! 

f rom Specialist E-4, after taking away all my oth- 
n stripes, they reduced me on down to recruit E-i. 
1 hat’s the lowest you can get in the Army. That’s 
what you are the day you enter. I will never forget 
my return trip home from Korea. I was sent to a 
pmcessing center. I was with the lowest ranking sol¬ 
diers ordered to report in front of the barracks each 
morning to be assigned to such details as “kitchen 
police.” The top ranking sergeant in that unit hap¬ 
pened to be a soldier who served under me when I 
was a sergeant-major. We had been friends, but I 
was too embarrassed to confront him. One day he 
heard the platoon sergeant call my name and out of 
curiosity, came up to me while I was standing in 
ranks. I’ll tell you, I won’t ever forget that moment. 
I le took me to his room. I told him what had hap¬ 
pened. He cried and so did I. That night he gave me 
one of his uniforms and we went to the NCO 
Club. 


A Painful Transition 

Orville tried hard to make it as a civilian, but the circum¬ 
stances were far from cheerful. 

-Wanda S. Kelly 

Orville left the Army on May 13, i960. A routine physical 
examination before he was discharged gave him a clean bill of 
health. Back in Iowa, he joined Wanda, and they tried to 
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begin a normal married life. It wasn’t easy. Orville descnU. 
best what followed: 

Now you might think that my problems would 
have ended when I left the army, but I cannot tell 
you how many jobs I applied for, was qualified for 
but was turned down—all because of the undesira 
ble discharge. None of the prospective employers 
would hire me. Finally I moved to California. I was 
hired and promoted. But when I had to become 
bonded, there it was again—my discharge record 
surfaced and another job disappeared. 

My family suffered terribly because I did not get 
that psychiatric help I asked for on numerous occa¬ 
sions after Eniwetok. I settled for second-rate jobs 
which included mowing yards or working in facto¬ 
ries when I was qualified to do much more. I was 
sure qualified to run that island for the army, for the 
United States government, but I wasn’t qualified to 
hold a decent job. 

Orville drifted from job to job. Finally he tried journalism, 
and was successful—for a while. He was beginning to have 
health problems, and was finding it hard to keep up with I hr 
rigorous demands of a weekly publication schedule. He began 
to look for easier work. But even when he found such work, .il 
times he would find himself so exhausted and in such pain 
that he literally could not get out of bed in the morning. Pail 
of the problem, according to the doctors, was a high uric acid 
count. One doctor suggested to Wanda, however, that mosl 
of Orville’s problems were psychosomatic. 

By September 1972, Orville’s physical problems had 
become so acute that he could not hold any kind of steady job, 
no matter how simple. Destitute, he decided to move his fam 
ily, which now included four children, back to Burlington. 

For a while things seemed better. The three oldest chil 
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„ wr,c in school and Orville found an occasional job. 

. ida lound work in an electronics factory, which made 
, ,|| ( led bad about not being the breadwinner. But they 

,. dill together as a family, and for that he was gratefu• 

I |mi in early 1973 , Orville decided to attend an office 
,,. ns ’ school in Des Moines, Iowa, about two hundred 
l. away. He lived at the YMCA and came home to be 
, .1, |„s family in Burlington on weekends. Things did seem 
u improving. The morning of his graduation, however he 
d r with severe pain in his legs and he could not get out of 
1 || wasn’t until several days later that, with the help of a 
ml. Orville was able to get to the bus station for the trip 
4l„ Burlington. Orville describes the events that changed 

e ntire life: 

One morning in April of 1973 , while shaving, I 
felt a lump under my left arm. A second one 
appeared a few days later and then a third 
appeared, in my groin. The third one really fright¬ 
ened me, and I went to a doctor. 

The doctor told me there was no cause for alarm. 
The growths were just harmless fatty tumors, he 
said. This diagnosis was encouraging, but it wasn t 
all that convincing. I was exhausted constantly and 
weak, and getting more so every day. 

By ]une it was impossible not to worry. Things 
were getting worse, not better. I saw a second doc¬ 
tor He was far less optimistic than the previous 
physician had been and he suggested I have one of 
the tumors removed and examined. He urged me 

not to delay. . , 

I remember distinctly the day I went to the hos¬ 
pital. I finally crawled out of bed and, as 1 dressed, 
Wanda, her mother, and my thirteen-year-old son, 
Mark, waited for me downstairs. The four of us 
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ofTspoke.' BUrli " St0n Mera0nal No,,.- 

Needless to say, I was quite apprehensive about 

me tor a long time now, and I was terrific ^ , 

The doctor removed the tumor and I waited Hill 

ignant lymphoma—cancer of the lymph glands 

'“Hon did I think I had canoe? my rem °' eSt ima8 ' 

t ?fri ng ,he 

wz* ££zst?*tr? 

stumbled out of the doctor's office. Her e?« beaa" 
to burn and she knew she was about to c™ but fhe 

"11 e P l d I" a *»»»■* '"to 11 P a m 
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I waited outside the door as the others walked to 
tin car and brought it around for me. When the car 
(Milled up, I could see that Wanda had been crying. I 
vk ii alraid that if I talked to her, I would start crying 
| < 10 . 

The trip home was even more quiet than the trip 
In I lie hospital. As soon as we got home, 1 headed 
illaight for the den, closed the door, and lay down 
mi the couch. I wanted to be alone. I wanted to 
l now why God was treating me so unfairly. I had 
wailed until I was twenty-nine years old to marry, 
mid now I had been chosen at the age of forty-two to 
die, leaving my family—Wanda, Mark, Tammy, 

I ori and Britty—behind. 

Was there a chance for a cure? Kelly couldn’t go on with- 
il knowing. He went to the Iowa City University Hospital 
' i more tests. He was there for a month, going home on the 
• i I’kcnds. When he was home, friends didn’t know how to 
In al him; in a way, he was more comfortable at the hospital. 

uni they stopped coming by. His doctors avoided answering 
In* most important question: “How much time do I have 
L it?” He began to think of the many ways he might end it 
all pills, driving off a cliff into the Mississippi River, shoot¬ 
ing himself in the head. He decided to wait. He wanted to 
-Iicnd one last Christmas with his family. He could commit 
••iiicide next year. 

I began to brood about the past. I cursed myself 
for joining the army. I cursed the army for sending 
me to Eniwetok. I even cursed all the awards I had 
won both as a soldier and as an editor. None of them 
mattered now. And the more 1 brooded about my 
past, the more bitter I became. 

Finally, the doctors proposed chemotherapy. 
Neither surgery nor radiation would help, they had 
decided. For my treatment, we travelled to Iowa 
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SSir»K 

I'll probably die from?, b.p 1 ve « ot oancer. 

We've got to talk about it." WairiaXcIfd yel ' 
and touched my hand Wan da reached over 

f^S>SL^XSk\^ 

Tve^ just C been' nK) 3 ^ ° t * ler lk wc Xpf talk about?* 
everyone m^bfe??,' 2 ™'? ' he house maki "« 
becue and WUhe ic,^ £ if""= a " d hare a ba ' 

more time living |jk e we |, av » !° wasle any 

den W suddenly beeMifcoXhX ^ 

easier thingsThad ewd, klds : 11 waa n «t one of the 
tors have SdteXt^ ^."T* ** 
That s whv IVc hppn d^h- , 9 ^ hcgHn. 

sa Th hat -’I 1 r obab,y die tatSF The doctors 
ing K $ e dSe^XtSlf m d 0 " 0nleSS ’ Sta '- 

the porch. the back y ard as we sat on 
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Tin not dead yet though,” I continued. “I’m 
1 mi.; to stay alive as long as I can. There will be bad 
lor us, but there will be good days, too. We 
■ itiii'l have to like death, but we don’t have to be 
m mlied by it, either.” And then we held each oth- 

ff, 

I lie last thing I did that night before going to bed 
r. lo take a piece of paper from the desk in my 
aiiulio, and write the word death on it. There! I had 
I idled out my own death, and now I faced it. That 
night, for the first time in a very long time, Wanda 
,ni(l I slept in the same bed together. 


Make Today Count 

Wc walked the land together, you and I 
And never knew what future days would bring. 

-Orville E. Kelly 

1 hville began to write again. He wrote an article for the local 
gaper, the Burlington Hawkeye, about the struggles of a can- 
■ 1 patient. The thought had come to him that there should 
In some kind of organization of people with incurable dis- 
• uses who could share ideas and help each other. 

After publication of the article in early January, Orville 
tneived a number of phone calls from local people suggest¬ 
ing a meeting. Two weeks later, eighteen cancer patients and 
members of their families met with Orville and Wanda. 
I'hey decided upon one thing they all had to do consciously: 
derive the most from every day. Orville suggested they call 
their fledgling organization Make Today Count. All 
agreed. 
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The 

its purpose anneal £ CC0Unts of the organization 

sequently appeared on “Tomorrow ” “rZ aa* • 
,ca ’”“ 6 ° Minutes,” and “Phil Donahue ” Make Toda § r" 

isissss-i. 

Our purpose was to teach people to be frank hon 

erl to d sh PCn 3b0Ut thCir ,llneSSeS and t0 teac h oth 

illness My attitude Awards my 

illness was that I did not consider myself dvinp of 

each £ da bUt lmng u dGSpite iL 1 did " ot look upon 
ach day as another day closer to Hpnfk k F 

another day of Hfe, t„ be^awtS^ 

turned hifatten™ to SrtaTn matte," he 

accomplish before he dS fLT, W3S determined I, 
clear his name with the Army beca^se'he felt ht h®?? 
released unjustly from active duty with thelisthanh^'" 
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Absolved 

' tit’ii 1 asked God, “Why me?”, I may have found the 

HHWOt. 

—Orville E. Kelly 

41 liicvcment of Orville’s first goal was not long in com- 
Mlrr two unsuccessful attempts to change his discharge 
lie finally received the letter he had anxiously been 
Iftmilng for months. He nervously slit the envelope and read 
It 1 In from the Department of the Army dated April 25, 

Memorandum for the Adjutant General: 

1 It is directed that all the Department of the Army 
teeords of Orville E. Kelly be corrected to show that 
lie was separated with a certificate of General Dis- 
i barge on 13 May i960. 

j. That the Department of the Army issue to 
Orville E. Kelly a certificate of General Discharge 
horn the Army of the United States dated 13 May 
i960, in lieu of the Undesirable Discharge of the 
same date now held by him. 

Herman R. Staudt 
Under Secretary of the Army 

I lie fourteen-year stigma had finally been removed. Orville 
I Kelly, age forty-four, terminally ill with cancer, had been 
vindicated. Orville reread the letter, and then set it aside, 
rrllccting on the years of embarrassment and hardship that 
lust discharge label had caused both him and his family. He 
rilso felt gratitude for the friends who had believed in him 
e nough to help make this moment possible: Colonel William 
I. Long, Orville’s former commanding officer in Germany, 
(longressman Thomas Railsback of Illinois, and friends in the 
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American Legion who had written letters to the Army I' 
of Corrections in support of Orville’s request. 

Orville now went after his second goal. It would turn cm 
be the most difficult and frustrating undertaking of his In 

Since he was convinced that he had become ill as a < * 
quence of military nuclear testing, he reasoned that In 
entitled to service-connected benefits for his family and li 
self. The only way to get such benefits was to petition tu 
Veterans Administration. 

I don’t care what the odds are. I’m going to stay 
alive long enough to see that the injustice done to 
me is set right. I’m going to file for service connect 
ed disability, and I’m going to win. When I do, I 
know that my award will help thousands of other 
people too. Maybe I’ve been chosen to break down 
the bureaucratic barriers. I’ve been helping termi 
nally ill cancer patients and now it’s time to help the 
veterans who were involved in those tests. The best 
way I can achieve my objective is to file with the 
VA, become an expert, and bring national attention 
to the issue. In the end I want to see a world free 
from the menace of nuclear warfare. If people learn 
what a supposedly harmless level of radiation did to 
servicemen like me, perhaps they will begin to 
understand the urgency of uniting to stop senseless 
nuclear weapons proliferation. After all, except for 
those megaton explosions, the nuclear blasts I saw 
were nothing more than firecrackers by today’s 
standards. People must realize that an eigh- 
teen-kiloton bomb the size of the Cactus shot 
destroyed an entire city and killed nearly 200,000 
Japanese at Hiroshima. 

Neither Kelly nor his physicians knew how much longer he 
had to live. But he did know that as long as he was able he 
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,4 wo ,k to prove that government negligence was respon 

" , " 1 can ^ e1, . ... e tr ec ts of having to watch 
h .r« ailed all too vividly the ettects d could 

, wo nuclear explosions. What heTrad wit 

' * "° y m r k Se had e sefn we, S ing him and 

..uccts of what he had seen , n [he tests , 

t!; Eftd be^ouly unbeatable in the Pacific was 

„i to end altogether. 

,t,|,her the government not the a.my 
.dp me. In all the years since those tesj ^ ^ 

I "' 1 'canceTlM lbSlt warned,perhaps my illness 
Heated. I’m cettami‘^00^ consequences. 

happened^eally happen* I 

military man onc< J’ l " d a ^bled veteran and I’m 
less technology. I am aid sab Qther veteran 

going to get the same 1 ernmen t should not 
t were forced to 
take part in nuclear experiments. 

Orville decided to file » he 

ability with the Veterans courts for negligence. A 

.. not sue the government in the courts to ^5 6 ^ 

mo U.S. Supreme Court decis.^ ^ c|aims Act> which 

incut, had interpreted th government, to specifically 

-Hows U.S. citizens toJ he govern^ ^ ^ ^ 

prohibit servicemen from ov mg io ) 

incident to military service. was that the Veterans 

What he was not aware of, how , 
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Administration awards d;<^T. 
veteran contracts a disease whi? C ° m P ensation only 
ness is diagnosed within one vm ? n actlve dut y> or it ||, 
'tary service. Otherwise it hfevf 0 0 ™ m Z re) ease fro,,, 
favorable ruling. ’ extr emely difficult to ohi, , 

*» «*.. : 

the burden of p,„vi„ s oneSf "' S , t ' alion al “ f ■ 
a "t. For Orville this created i S , T* ly u P on »* -1. 

was virtually /mp„ ssib ]e to provelafl" 0 '*'" sil “. 

caused by radiation exposure^ h„, j S cancer had I. 
not differ from those caused bv ahj* rad '.° senic ranee. ■ 
After studying laoanese,,, y - h cara "°Sens. 
saki, the AEC-appoTmeTlr V ' VO o 0fH, ' roshi "’aandN, 

f'O" determined that lymphoMfc l!°"t Casual, >' Co. 

had is the second most frequentlv ;™ p loma ' whic h Oml 
hat results from radiation, T 8 fo ™ of ' 

rssssss !nf ency ^ coramission " 

discovered that a lavf enacted aft" ‘°. Sup P ort his claim. I, 
attorneys'fees in Veterans Adm.v.V c Civil War hmii,. 
ars. Orville mentioned this fact tn\ C3Ses to ten (,nl 
e nced in legal matters. ‘‘Tha T* » h ° Was ex P‘ - 

wth a snort. “It will cost you Zrl T**- his friend 
have a lawyer tell you to get out nfV^V®" d ° 1,ars J usl 
insulted him with that ridiculoL f ^ after ^ ^ 
ever going to take a case for 5 f ,° ffer - No attorney ,, 

of their ’ y sum ' No wo,kl " 
r u,d be r, diculcil, 

benefits he deserved. He wouM t* r S ^ fou gbt to obtain tlx- 
a national horror story. He would*find **5! ^ had uncovercd 
enraged at the bureaucrat L d ° thers w b° also wen 
widows, and their families wouffiioffih— ^ men > thcil 
correct one of the gIealest a crusade 

1 Alices ever perpetrated on 
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in < ilizens. Kelly no longer would be able to live in 
>< mini table anonymity that most people enjoy. He would 

• the representative and the spokesman for this coun- 

• ii ians of nuclear testing. During his crusade he would 
11 death twice, but as though looked after by some 
iimal force he would recover enough to continue the 

V ' iiiilli the Veterans Administration and the Department 
I * '• i< use would learn that they were dealing with a zealous 
-*< li 1 of tough farm stock. Despite seemingly insurmount- 
»• iilolacles, he would not quit. 


• iiville was fortunate in one matter, however. He had 
. nl nearly a year collecting the required military personnel 
* I medical records as part of his efforts to upgrade his dis- 
*1 ni;i status. He had them in his possession before the July 
1473, fire which raged out of control on the top floor of a 
■li ml records storage building in St. Louis, Missouri. That 
- destroyed over seventeen million records—85 percent of 
i" A1 my and Air Force files which were kept there. 

Ilefore a veteran can file a claim with the Veterans Admin- 
' ill nl ion for nuclear weapons radiation-related disability, he 
miisl first prove that he was a nuclear weapons test partici- 
1 ml. For those who would follow in Orville’s footsteps the 
lililcration of their records during the St. Louis fire would 
me.in that they or their widows would spend years trying to 
|iiovc that the veteran was involved in a nuclear test. 

()rville’s first encounter with the Veterans Administra¬ 
tion—it considers itself “the country’s most compassionate 
.igency”—came one month after his change in discharge sta¬ 
ins. In May of 1974, he received the forms he would need to 
file his claim for service connected disability. 

The patient Iowan carefully answered all the VA ques¬ 
tions. Under the section entitled “Issue,” Orville wrote, “I 
contend that my cancer was caused by my exposure to ioniz- 
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site David." He described h'tonf'^ Wa " d ak » W. 
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roentgens, knowing he had bl h ™ badge readin 8 ol , 

remembered the fnstru^lT^ 10 “*<>«■ 

rams but there was no record of lhn" 8S j" ^ aplan a(l " ' 

completed the forms and maikd rh ' a "' 0n tevels - ' 
office in Des Moines, Iowa d h ‘° lhe VA re s 

his clataT St ‘ 3 ’ four monlhs af '« he filed, the VA rule, 
connection Ca for fU you77vmoh y ° Ur claim of «™'c e 

upon all the evidence ohJ^TlT?'™ based 
vice records. There were nn k lnc,udin g your ser- 
discharge. There is no cvidcfcT^f ? oled « 
there is any relationshm n ^ e *° in dicate 

porch ove 

-m around his wi^hould^ »* * 

noC.'"l ! m d g„T„g 8 7o learn Tf w«h 

'he Pacific, I there 

ment did it and the least the § The g° v ern- 
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There was nothing about nuclear weapons tests and 
•■•Mini who took part. This lack of information was 
m ’ilnig. I le began to wonder what had become of the oth- 
.liny men who were involved in the tests. How many 

• •• 1 line? Were many of them ill? How could he find them? 

n tided to ask questions while he traveled. 

' tile plunged headlong into public appearances for 
Today Count. The organization attracted national 
"lion, and chapters were started in nearly every major 
H< tween public appearances he wrote his first book enti- 
M.ikc Today Count. The dedicated patriot was becoming 
■ ■ hi. illy known as a humanitarian who was helping the ter- 
. illy ill. 

• hi August 2,1974, he received a telegram that read, “My 

• "inal wishes to you for a pleasant and memorable birth- 
, Richard M. Nixon.” Orville received another birthday 

i" rl ing from a U.S. President. This time it was Gerald Ford. 

1 hvillc framed both telegrams and hung them in his studio. 

Alter almost three years of chemotherapy treatment, 
1 hvillc’s cancer had gone into remission. It was, at least for 
'in lime being, under control. He would, during the remain- 
■!< 1 of his life, continue to receive Presidential salutations and 
honors from organizations and people across the country. 

1 lie American Legion would honor him as their “Man of the 
Year.” He would be honored by the U.S. Army, the Air 
I nice, and the Navy for recruiting efforts. At the request of 
Representative Edward Mezvinsky of Iowa, a flag was flown 
over the U.S. Capitol on September 9,1976, to pay tribute to 
Orville for the work he had done with the terminally ill. 

Orville’s greatest honor, however, was the fulfillment of a 
dream he had carried with him ever since he left the Army. 
Around Thanksgiving of 1975, Orville heard from an old 
friend, Colonel William F. Long, Jr., the officer who had pro¬ 
moted him to the rank of sergeant-major. Long was sympa¬ 
thetic and concerned about Orville’s condition. The conver- 
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you?" ended With L ° ng askin «- " ,s anything I can ,1. 

Wyatt, who personally authorized orders roaktfn, /' 

important days in his life: W ° m ° S exce P t,onal 

' ret “™ d to Fort Knox, Kentucky, where I went 
th ough basic training in , 94 8.1 brought my famT 
with me, and we lived in the general officers' ouar 

one called ' ed Ca,pet ,realnK "< and 'very 

“enioyLd that tT Mai ” Kdly " for lw “ da r a - 

■ «|oyed that. 1 appreciated what the army had 

sSSSsaasavs 

one of the companies^ dWhed presented ^helrflaglo 

I went to a party at the Officer’s Club and to a 

ah the tnn ty NC ° C,ub where 1 visited w?th 

the top ranking noncommissioned officers Thev 

e Ss! fe‘ T d ha r ned *° me - A topoXTrom 
the Louisville Times , however, asked me “Mr Kel 

w; e v r o e u ,S a° ne tHi r § 1 *»* qUitC -demand Why 
were you a specialist fourth class when you were I 

long story™'" ** ' KpliCd ‘ " We "• a 'ong, 
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1'iuth, crushed to earth, shall rise again. 

—William Cullen Bryant 

1 it two years Kelly researched material dealing with the 
tllli effects of ionizing radiation exposure and wondered if 
1 in 1 veterans were ill from radiation poisoning. His answer 
nnr one March evening during a network television pro- 
, . .nn in which a veteran told of his experience at the Nevada 
1 ■ .1 Site. 


Paul Cooper was a career army noncommissioned officer 
who could have stepped out of a recruiting poster. An 
■ nlisted man he commanded in Vietnam once said, “I owe 
my life to Sergeant Cooper. Without his leadership and cour¬ 
se I doubt 1 would have survived.” Paul Cooper’s fellow 
iitincommissioned officers admired him, and the men he com¬ 
manded loved him. His officers praised his dedication and 
ability. Six feet one, one hundred ninety pounds and hand¬ 
some, the highly decorated sergeant first class was a quintes¬ 
sential noncom. Nobody asked questions when Paul ordered, 
"Follow me!” 

Cooper retired from the army at age thirty-nine, after serv¬ 
ing twenty years and six months, a veteran of Korea and two 
lours in Vietnam. A member of the elite Green Beret Special 
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1.1 evented an explosion. This heroism earned him the 
... second highest award, the Soldier’s Medal, 
il. survived Vietnam and was decorated with the Bronze 
the Air Medal, and the Republic of Vietnam Medal, in 
> 1 .lion to the Soldier’s Medal. He was recommended for 

1.lotion “ahead of his contemporaries.” 

' . toper decided to go into law enforcement after he 
1 mil. lie enrolled in the Lewis and Clark College of Law 
..li moment in Lewiston, Idaho. While he was in college, he 

* 11 id as a deputy sheriff on weekends. Once he had com- 
tnl the one-year course, Cooper became the chief of police 
Middleton, Idaho. Later he decided to join the Idaho State 

full! c. 

I'tiul Cooper, his wife, two sons, and a daughter were 

• homely happy. Suddenly, he began to suffer from dizzi- 
... s, fatigue, and pain on his left side. The symptoms per- 

■ 1 i d. He checked into a local hospital for two weeks of tests, 
l hey were inconclusive, and he went home without a diag¬ 
nosis. 

Within two more weeks Cooper felt much worse. He had 

.. standing for very long. His vision dimmed and he saw 

• M iything through an orange haze. Finally, when the pain 

■ .is almost unbearable, he drove a hundred miles to a Veter- 
iiis Administration hospital in Boise. Two hours after being 
idniilted in February 1976, he was told he had leukemia. 

Shortly afterward. Cooper was transferred to a hospital in 
'..ill Lake City. Dr. Thomas Cosgriff, who examined him, 
i-.kcd if he had ever been exposed to radiation. Cosgriff, for¬ 
merly a U.S. Center for Disease Control physician, knew 
about the leukemias caused by radiation exposure, and Coo¬ 
per had the same kind of leukemia as the Japanese survivors 
ol Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 

Cooper told Dr. Cosgriff about his 1957 experience at the 
Nevada Test Site during the Plumbbob series. He and 1,104 
soldiers had been assigned to special task forces named Big 
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Bang and Warrior. His superior told him he was participating 
in a new military concept known as the Pentonhc Army 

“I?’ f art ° f the E, g ht y' sec ond Airborne Division ^.i- 
sent to the test site to learn how to perform combat mane., 

best.” 00 3 631 batt,efield: “ To ^ow the army at 

rest n of he thTta«? l f rniri8 h ° UrS ° f AugUSt 3 *’ Co °P er and 

hnnH?L th t j sk . force L were ticked to trenches forty-fom 
undred yards from the seven-hundred-foot tower when 
Smoky was to be detonated. Smoky was the fifteenth planned 
atmospheric shot during the "clean" bomb series P 
At 4 A.M. the soldiers were moved from the trenches to . 
lllside position less than three miles from the Smoky towei 
at Jackass Flats. An unexpected wind shift made the move 
necessary since officials feared fallout from the blast would 
contaminate the trenches. At 5:30 a.m., after a thirty-minute 
postponement, the 44-kiloton bomb was fired. Cooper with 
his back to the Mast, shielded his closed eyes with his hands 

er h !tmmnT 8 1§h / fr ° m the ex P losion startled him. Like oth 
hands P CnC VCteranS ’ hG S3W the bones in his 

men ’ °" c °mmand, turned and looked at the fireball 
ithin seconds they heard the rumbling thunder of the 
approaching shock wave, traveling at nearly one hundred 
•lesser hour. A huge mass of compressed energy carrying 

them l ISt> and desert debris hit the troops, and tossed many of 
them ten to fifteen feet from where they stood. 

beeanThp n| Sh ° Cl r| WaVe p3SSed ’ the men got to their fe et and 
began he planned maneuvers that would take them danger- 

men' 6 h° 8r0Und Zer °‘ C ° 0per Said that he and the other 
250 men in h.s group went to within one hundred yards of the 

twenty-foot melted remnants of the tower. The heat was so 
fi'er ’ 1 felt as thoush m y ™ if °™ ™ 8°i"S to 
Cooper and his companions had no idea the area was con- 
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1 ...limited. Scientists who approached from a different direc- 

.1 had to abandon their attempt to retrieve instruments 

1.. .11 isc of intense radioactivity. The instruments were left in 
tin held for several days until the radiation dissipated. 

I lie army trucks that had taken the troops to the trenches 
line back on schedule to pick them up for the return trip to 
1 .imp Desert Rock. The drivers had not been told that the 
i.i-.k force had moved from the trenches to the hillside. 

One of the drivers has recalled the event: 

We went out there to Yucca Flat to the trenches to 
get the men but they weren’t there. [Radioactive 
readings at the trenches were 100 roentgens one 
hour after the blast.] We had no idea where they 
were. 

There was a blinding dust storm. We had to turn 
the headlights of the trucks on because visibility 
was about twenty feet, and it was late morning. 

We wandered all over Yucca Flat looking for 
those men. Because of the intense dust storm, I am 
positive they became disoriented. We couldn’t see 
them, and they couldn’t find us. 

We finally found them. Many had wandered to 
within a few hundred feet of ground zero. You could 
see the tower or what was left of it. The ground 
around it was fused, molten sand. 

Once Paul Cooper told his physicians about his Smoky 
experience, one of them called the Center for Disease Con¬ 
trol in Atlanta, Georgia, and reported that he had examined a 
man who had been exposed to ionizing radiation at the 
Nevada Test Site. He explained that his patient had acute 
myelogenous leukemia. Eventually this information reached 
Dr. Glyn Caldwell at the Center, who launched an investi¬ 
gation to determine if there were leukemia clusters among 
the former Smoky soldiers. Caldwell knew the task would be 
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p °T. S ’ but , he was determined to investigate any cam. 
gen that caused cancer. I was very interested in this sl.„i 
and pigheaded enough to see it through,” said Caldwell 
° P , er s also filed with the VA for service < 

nected disability for their patient. At the time, Cooper did,,, 
know that the claim had been filed. P 

In the disablity application. Dr. Cosgriff wrote, “The dm* 
tion since Mr. Cooper’s exposure is well within those lir. 

Fvtn V f J° r n PreV,0U e C / SeS 0f ra< hation-induced leukenn,, 
SSi ^ r - Cooper had stayed at the observation point tl„ 

expected” ° f eukem ' a is sixt y P ercent above ti,« 

J. C. Peckarsky, a layman and the VA compensation office, 
m the central office in Washington, denied the claim, sayi,„ 
The likelihood that the veteran (Cooper) developed leuk, 

poTnt” 3 rCSU U ° f rad ‘ atl0n in 1957 is remote t0 vanish,,,,; 

Cooper learned about the claim when it was denied. Hr 
then wrote the Department of the Army and obtained lm 
personnel and medical records. Armed with this new info, 
mation, he filed a second claim. It also was turned down 
Annoyed but undaunted. Cooper filed a third. When it was 
;, e "' e c d ’, he f was indeed disappointed and dejected. Coopa 
then solicited the aid of the Disabled American Veteran to 
have the VA reverse its decision. 

Paul told Nancy he was going to tell his story to the media 

ere mU ? b u 3 full ' SCa,e investl 'gation into this' 
matter^ It is wrong for the army to have exposed me and not 

warned me and t° turn their backs on me now when I an, 
good soWier^' ^ ^ yCarS ’ Service and was :1 

T C , a T led a local television station, KUTV, in Sail 

a j 6 . ' ^, , e reacbe d a secretary in the news department, 

and he told her his story. She laughed and replied, “If you 

t0 found zero why weren’t you disinte 
grated. The young lady did, however, transfer the call to a 
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1 \ 1 rporter, Sandy Gilmore, who found Cooper’s experi- 
‘HI <1 ( •onsiderably less than amusing. He interviewed Paul in 

■ hospital room and found his story utterly believable. Gil- 
,<• then aired the interview on KUTV. 

Newspapers carried versions of it, and the terminally ill 
•i,rut was deluged with interview requests. His story gained 
.•tlinnal and international attention, and he heard from many 
Hr, ans who were with him at shot Smoky. One of the 
(.tuple who reached him was another leukemia victim, Don- 
.i.l I.. Coe of Tomkinsville, Kentucky, who had been a mem- 
1 ,, of Task Force Warrior. 

II.S. Representative Tim Lee Carter of Kentucky saw a 
('mil Cooper interview and read an Associated Press story 
«hout what had happened to him. A former country doctor, 
t ittcr was particularly interested when he read about Coe in 
the same A.P. story, because Coe was from Dr. Carter’s home 
town. The U.S. representative was a member of the House 
Interstate and Foreign Commerce Subcommittee on Health 
.iiul the Environment, and was keenly interested when he 
1 rad Cooper’s statement in the newspaper: “I am mad as hell 
about the way the government has treated veterans who were 
exposed to nuclear radiation. Congress should investigate, 
and I am going to do my best to see that it is done!” 

In Washington, Representative Carter said, “We in gov¬ 
ernment must not let the nuclear veterans’ faith in their 
country be destroyed by letting them down now that they are 
ill and dying.” Then he promised, “I intend to see the work 
I’nul Cooper helped begin continue, and to see that justice is 
done for all our veterans who served their country honorably 
mid well.” 

After a long struggle, the DAV was able to convince the 
Hoard of Veterans’ Appeals to reverse Cooper’s third claim 
denial and awarded him service-connected disability benefits 
of $820 per month, without admitting his disease was radia¬ 
tion related. 

Paul Cooper and several shot Smoky companions were fea- 
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tured in the 1958 “Big Picture” television series hi 
“Atomic Battlefield.” Narration by an army master serj;< 
said, “The battlefield of the future may well be an aim 
battlefield. That brutal fact has forced upon the army 11 
absolute necessity of testing both men and tactical conn pn 
under atomic conditions.” Cooper and other leukemia \ 
tims of shot Smoky then discussed how and why they w. 
tested. 

After fighting his disease for two years, Paul Cooper dir 
in February 1978, three days after his forty-fourth birtlul.n 
He is remembered as a gentle, proud, and able man, stun); 1 
anger when those who exposed him refused to help him \ 
few days before Cooper died, Dr. Cosgriff said to a reporlo 
“We ask ourselves what possible justification could there lx 
for so wanton a disregard of human welfare, and for wli.ii 
small purpose? We have no answer.” 

Just before Cooper died, he said, “I have been cheated otil 
of half my life, but I only hope that the government will 
admit its responsibility to the thousands of men like me win. 
were used in those atomic tests.” He was the first servicem.m 
who had been at the Nevada Test Site to say publicly that ii 
had been a terrible mistake to expose troops to potential 
lethal levels of ionizing radiation. His courage and determin.i 
tion in telling his story resulted in both a congressional invcs 
tigation and an epidemiological study of radiation and disease 
by the Center for Disease Control. Had Cooper remained 
silent, countless veterans of nuclear testing might have gone 
to their graves without linking premature disease and subse 
quent death to their forced involvement in ionizing radiation 
experiments. 


The cork was out of the bottle. Many veterans who had 
been at the test sites began to go public with their experi 
ences. Some remained silent because they feared retribution, 
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, manV decided to follow Paul Cooper's example and talk 
,he media and their elected representatives. 

I., llcverly Hills, California, Dorothy 
. 11I Another Mother for Peace, was moved by a Paul Coo 

, ippearance on “Good Morning America. Ms. Jone was 
. 4I thing radiation monitoring, and she had begun to th 

.. . how she might help radiation veterans to.find i each oth- 

„ ... order to compare health problems. One day her phon 
;uid it was a widow whose husband had been with 
t ,lc brigade at the Nevada Test Site. After a long conver¬ 
sion the two women decided to launch Project Searching, , 

. locate other veterans who had taken part in nuclear testing- 
\V llhin a few weeks, two hundred men, widows and fam 
.1 veterans had called or written to Anoth J r , 

o. One was Orville Kelly, who happened to be in Los 
Nni'clcs. Kelly thus learned of another source of help as 
nltinned an appeal of his 1974 VA claim denial He identified 
1 hr tecognized authorities in the field of radiation health 
. fleets and solicited their opinions to support his^case. 

While Another Mother for Peace was collecting case his 
totics of former nuclear test participants. Representative 
i latter interviewed Donald Coe. The veteran related his 
Nevada Test Site experience and told °r. Carter how he ha^ 
miiducted a military maneuver practically nc*- to the1 rem 
„ nits of the seven-hundred foot tower. Years later Coe devel 
„ cd leukemia and applied to the Veterans Administration 
lot service-connected disability. His Haim was denied 
because the agency informed Coe that there 
llrat his radiation exposure and his illness were rela . 

conversation disturbed Dr. Carter. R „„«<=>ntative 

As Dr. Carter evaluated his information, Representative 
Paul Rogers, chairman of the House Subcommittee on Healt 
und the Environment, had a visitor. Robert Alvarez, a Was 
ington environmental lobbyist, urged him to open hearing 
' m the effects of low-level ionizing radiation on human 
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health. Alvarez, dedicated to protecting the environm. 
had made a brief study of the incidences of prematuu 
eases among military men who had been involved in niu I,. 
tests. Rogers was sufficiently impressed to discuss the nun. 
with other members of the subcommittee. One was Tim I.. 
Carter. The two legislators persuaded their subcommilu. 
colleagues to schedule hearings. 

On January 24, r 97 8, Rogers opened the hearings befou 
large audience in Room 2322 in the Rayburn House Oil., 
Building. 

The next day, Dorothy Jones appeared as a witness: 

Mr. Chairman, I am a social scientist trained at the 
University of Chicago. Our organization, Another 
Mother for Peace, launched Project Searchlight, a 
nationwide effort to try to locate men who were 
used as human guinea pigs by the Department of 
Defense in their testing of nuclear weapons in 
Nevada and in the Pacific. 

The victims of nuclear testing and their families 
express shock and outrage at the way they have 
been treated. We charge the Department of De¬ 
fense and the AEC with criminal disregard for the 
life and health of the men for whom they were 
responsible. There was casualness and extreme 
carelessness in the exposure of our men. 

Another Mother for Peace also charges the medi¬ 
cal doctors of the Department of Defense and the 
Veterans Administration with deceit and medical 
malpractice. No serviceman was ever notified of the 
fact that he should check with his doctor for symp¬ 
toms of the many possible radiation-induced and 
radiation-connected illnesses which might beset 
him. By 1964, the biomedical effects of ionizing 
radiation exposure were well known to scientists 
and medical men in the military. 
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Regardless of where the fault lies—with the top 
administration decision maker—with the military 
ullicials—with the AEC—or with the medical doc- 
lors themselves, the fact remains that what was 
done, and what was not done, was inexcusable. 

Another Mother for Peace charges that there is, 
mid has been for years, a coverup by the Depart¬ 
ment of Defense, the AEC and the Veterans 
Administration—a consistent attempt to hide from 
l lie public the facts about experimentation with ser¬ 
vicemen in nuclear testing. 

Many eyebrows were raised among the committee mem- 
l.m as she told Orville Kelly’s story and then went on to the 
r.rs of other military men. One had described the question- 
j tilc mission of Artie Duvall, who was involved in a top secret 
|.iojcct called Operation Greenhouse in 1951: 

During the months of April and May, he was 
involved in four events in which he and three other 
members of his boat crew were ordered to go to the 
atoll where a bomb had been detonated. Each time 
these men performed their mission they were 
exposed to high levels of radiation. The third 
time—May 8,1951—they conducted well-protected 
scientists to the test site. Mr. Duvall was on the 
island for an entire day. 

A Board of Inquiry was held in connection with 
this third event. Duvall was told that he had been 
exposed to lethal radiation and that he could not 
reveal any of the facts regarding this event for 10 
years, or a penalty of 10 years in prison and/or a 
$10,000 fine would be imposed. Then Mr. Duvall 
was sent on a fourth mission back to the irradiated 
atoll again. The purpose of his return visit was to 
test the capacity of the men to withstand very high 
doses of radiation. Mr. Duvall was later hospital- 


159 
















Countdown Zero 


ized. He nearly died. His exposure had bee n 
recorded at 15,720 millirem [3,000 was considered 
maximum allowable exposure]. Artie kept his oalli 
of secrecy for 10 years and lived in constant fear ol 
death. He then applied for service-connected dis 
ability, but was told that he was being denied on the 
grounds that he had waited too long to apply. When 
he asked for his hospital records for the period fol 
lowing his exposure, he was told they were not 
available because they were classified top secret! 

She concluded her testimony. “We are not going to n 
until those surviving men and their families have been foim 
and paid the service-connected benefits they are entilli 
to.” 

The room grew silent. A stunned, bewildered panel lookni 
at Dorothy Jones. Finally, Tim Lee Carter’s voice broke I In 
quiet: 

Mrs. Jones, the wonderful paper and testimony you 
have presented here today was tremendous. You 
have brought out the names of men who have dis¬ 
eases which were the result of the radiation expo¬ 
sure which they received. 

One of the most deplorable things I noted in your 
testimony was that some of the scientists went on an 
atoll completely dressed in protective clothing, and 
at the same time they took our servicemen in with¬ 
out any protection. I think that act constitutes a hei¬ 
nous crime. 

Dorothy Jones had told the committee startling stories of 
military men who had been subjected to government experi 
ments. She had also introduced the name of Orville Kelly to 
members of Congress. During the next two years, Kelly 
would be a frequent topic of conversation in Washington- 
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members of Congress, the VA, and the Defense 
r olmcnt. 
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te ODim'nn ° f , th f Nati0nal Ca " Cer «P" 

.. °P inion > Repeated exposures to very low doses of ., 

tion have the same hazardous potential as exposure lo , 

me^hral 0 R C D Vrv n Gofman ’ former director of the I 
med cal Research D.vision of Livermore Laboratory 

Your recorded exposure is far above the level of thatwl, i 

can produce cancer.“ To further substantiate his claim k ! 

brnaS he,ed 3 ™ SS , of medtal1 literature showing that i<! 
Japanese survivors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki developed i 

more lymphomas than leukemias. aeveiopc.1 , 


h^n W ° n ApriI 3 > the re § ional V A hearing open* I 

VA emDlovS Pe T n P jf nel •" ° eS Moines ’ com Pn‘sed of u 
ployees and a physician employed by the VA Sevn 

representafve 5 of the press and television whom Orv.t h, 

Legion r^ e r K !! Iy Ch ° Se Val Likens of the Amci i( 
sent his own casl repreSentetive ’ but de “ded to 

stances ‘‘Th^fc ° penedwith a review of Kelly’s circu.u 
A". , The ! ssue In thls ^se is service-connection for l v „, 
phocyt'c lymphoma. Service-connected was denied, and Mi 
Kelly was informed on August 13, i 974 . No appeal was taken 
Mr. Kelly has recently reopened his claim and requested , 

denceTo p,es""f ind, ' Ca ‘ ed lhat he ha! addi "°™' « 

ty-fourth V US L mTf S ° P r ing re T ark$ ’ 0rville KeI| y- the Id 
1“ U ' S ' m,Il . t j r y claimant for radiation-related illncv. 

s^n^t 15 n T . e ; idence - He presented the opinions of phy' 
sic.ans Stewart, Mancuso, Morgan, and Cofman, and of Cray 

Atom c d Bomb r CS ° / h % NationaI Canc er Institute and the 
tomic Bomb Casualty Commission. Kelly recounted lie 

Japtan Island experience and cited the high radioactivity 

readings „„ , he is | and . The former is|and c g ommander ^ 
concise, eloquent, and said repeatedly that his illness win 
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. .. related not only in his opinion, but also in the opin- 

I some of the most eminent cancer-radiation-research 
.. ileds in the world. Kelly had carefully prepared a note- 
k Ini each board member, condensing his presentation so 
1 lie review panel could follow his argument. 

11 was highly persuasive and his statements became 
■ ningly moving. At the end he said: 

Maybe some people would think that we were gui¬ 
nea pigs. I wish we had been guinea pigs because 
there would have been a medical follow-up which 
may have saved me from having advanced lympho- 
rytic lymphoma, but there was no follow-up. There- 
lore, I asked a Pentagon spokesman why we were 
ordered to do what we did. He told me it was a part 
of the Army’s plan to introduce soldiers to this age 
of nuclear warfare. It was a sort of public relations 
introduction to the nuclear age, and I bring this up 
again because I want to tell you something. I still 
have nightmares about those blasts I saw out there. I 
have cancer now, and 1 am living with the realiza¬ 
tion that my time statistically is limited, according 
to my physicians. I can think of no worse hell unless 
it’s the hell created during those nuclear tests at 
Eniwetok, because always on my conscience will be 
the fact that I participated in nuclear testing con¬ 
ducted to perfect thermonuclear weapons capable 
of killing millions of human beings and capable of 
destroying our country and other countries and 
entire economies. 

I have talked with one representative from the 
Defense Nuclear Agency who told me, “Well, 
someday the government is going to do something 
about you servicemen with cancer who were 
exposed to nuclear weapons tests!” 
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• ijiicnt to October 4,1971, there has been a medical 
(•allow up. What about the men prior to that time 

• In 1 were exposed to nuclear weapons testing? 

W hy has there been no medical follow-up on these 
!>•1 sons? Why? 

* •'i. summarized his presentation: 

II unnot sue the United States Government because 

III what happened to me. You know that the govern¬ 
ment is protected by sovereign immunity. The only 
juslice 1 can obtain is here in this room, so ladies and 
rjrutlemen, justice is in your hands! 

Had I been wounded by shrapnel or a bullet, 
there would be no doubt about my disability if the 
possibility of death existed. Radiation is just as 
deadly as bullets and hand grenades. You just don’t 
die as quickly. 

In conclusion, I think that a reasonable doubt has 
already been established for you, and I trust that you 
will render a decision based solely on the fact that I 
have created a reasonable doubt. As you make your 
decision, ask yourselves if you, each of you, would 
be willing to stand out there on that island where I 
was and witness that series of tests, secure in the 
feeling that there would be no danger at all, and that 
the U.S. Government protected you properly from 
excessive radiation. 

When Kelly finished, the VA panel asked a few questions 
about his radiation exposure and protection on Japtan Island, 
which he answered. The VA physician who was on the 
icview board asked his questions and the chairwoman asked 
the third member of the panel, “Do you have any questions?” 
The woman replied, “No, I think you have presented your 
case superbly, Mr. Kelly.” Kelly said, “But I’m not through 
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preamble. The r^nSt^'K^r ' 

de£ed WeaP ° nS tKlS °" 3 Iife *te had et. !„ 

What I am about to say is verv «»n«,•*;,«» i 
appreciate no press coverage of this. But I do wlnl ii 
made a matter of record because what I have t,, 
impart is important. And I want to tell you tint 
what I m about to present to you-and pie ' 
remember that I am under oath to tell the trufh- 

what I am going to tell you is harder to present than 
my case about cancer. P than 

Please do not get the idea that I am a disgruntled 
serviceman as I tell you about something hat hap 
pened that never should have occurred^ I am not 
here as a man who is bitter toward his country I an! 
here as a man who misses the U.S. Army /reallv 
look back with nostalgia on that period of my life. 7 

n,em bef ° re hk 

achievements while on duty. He read a^ette^f 

had promoted him ahead of many older and™ wil " 

£££££? d ~ i: 
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, paused, took a sip of water, and cleared his throat. A 
< it ,nne over his face as he continued. He told the board 
11 mwing detail of his eleven months on Japtan Island. 
I * ho and his men looked upon their isolated Pacific post as 
1 11, how gradually they became animals; how, as island 

m uider, he agonized over the almost total erosion of dis- 
11, how he had come back to the United States a psycho- 
« 11 wreck because of what had happened to him in the 
in , how the nuclear horrors he had been ordered to take 
1 • • 1 in still haunted him. 

Ml this contributed to his endless difficulties in adjusting 
1. hfr as a civilian, he explained. An uncaring army had 
iicd his pleas for help and tossed him aside with a black 
iA beside his name. Inch by inch, Kelly fought his way 
t to respectability. When he finally had rehabilitated 
i.i .df, with little help from anyone except his wife, he dis- 
ned that the radiation the Pacific nuclear tests had 
1 micd into his body had left him with terminal cancer. Still, 
.lid, a heartless government was deaf and blind to the 
misery and ruin of Orville Kelly. The Veterans Administra- 

.. charged by law with helping servicemen whose service 

hid disabled them, twisted its regulations to deny the help 
1I1.1I was his right. Kelly finished his passionate plea: “Now 

I lie icason I have wanted to help desperate cancer patients is 
lh.it I can tell you the truth of knowing what it’s like to suffer 

II id not receive help from anyone.” 

When his testimony ended, the young woman who was 
inording his testimony looked at him across the room and, 
with tears streaming down her cheeks, put his final words 
Into her machine. The chairwoman cleared her throat, blew 
her nose, and said, 

Mr. Kelly, I’d like to assure you that the fact that 
your military record may not be as blemish free as 
you wish will have no effect on any decision we will 
make. 
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«llng in a time of peace, and there should have 
1 1 < ii no casualties.” 

l' i lly said that if he had difficulty obtaining doc¬ 
uments, then other veterans must be going through 
i in same discouraging process. He wondered aloud 
In »w many other claims like his had been filed. I told 
him that I had no idea and there was no easy way to 
i' l I lie answer. I said I felt he was a pioneer in the 
In Id of service-connected disability that was radia- 
I Ion related and that his efforts eventually were 
filing to help many others. 

Kelly was concerned that Washington would take 
months to get to his claim, and he had no idea how 
long he had to live. He decided to ask his congres¬ 
sional representative to help expedite his claim. 

Right before we parted I told him to keep a posi¬ 
tive attitude. If he was denied again, we would 
appeal. I told him that both the American Legion 
and 1 were committed to the end. We would not 
stop fighting for him. Orville thanked me and left 
lor Burlington. 

A week later Kelly wrote Iowa Senator Richard Clark and 
■ ked him to help expedite his claim: 

I do not feel my case should be delayed any longer 
than is necessary, because statistically, I do not feel I 
have enough time left to fight my case much longer. 

My physicians say that there is no way to predict 
my future. 

During my presentation of new evidence, I 
proved that my film badge reading of exposure to 
radiation was not accurate and that no readings 
were ever taken on what I may have inhaled. I won¬ 
der how much longer I must endure the problems 
caused by mistakes on the part of the U.S. Govern- 
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On June a8, Kelly got a letter from the VA's Des Moines 
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, . <1 tillicc telling him of his second denial. Understand- 
i lly was dejected and ready to give up. He called Val 
* find told him the depressing news. Likens said he 
1 not think for a moment of quitting: they would file 
< tivillc agreed reluctantly, dreading having to repeat 
. ..me process. Veterans Administration rules allowed 
< 11 hearing, provided the claimant could present new 

. Kelly began to think about what that evidence 

*■ -.III lie. 

n. 1 the Fourth of July weekend, he wrote Iowa Senator 
»it 11I ver, a member of the Senate Armed Services Com- 

•lllltifll 

I was denied compensation, even though I pre- 
•rnted evidence which I feel established a reason- 
11 1 ilc doubt. The last decision was reached at the 
VA’s central office in Washington, D.C. I appeared 
before a regional rating board that was supposed to 
teach a decision only after they received an advisory 
opinion from the central office. However, it is quite 
apparent that the Chief Medical Director of the VA 
icached that decision for the board in Des Moines 
before they even had a chance to meet. 

I feel this is quite apparently an unjust decision. I 
also feel the Chief Medical Director completely 
ignored evidence from experts in the field of radia¬ 
tion exposure and from the National Cancer Insti¬ 
tute with regard to the health effects of low-level 
radiation. 

I cannot help but feel, as many other veterans do, 
that the VA is an adversary instead of an agency 
that follows the creed at the bottom of their letter¬ 
head, “To care for him who shall have borne the 
battle, and for his widow and his orphan.” 

Kelly had learned that the VA regional board in Des 
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l< It deceived and betrayed. The opinions of recog- 
>|inls had been ignored. His new evidence had not 
dhialcd, and his personal account of pain, suffering, 

.i">nal distress had been delivered in vain. It seemed 

"i:h nothing he said to the VA mattered. But he was 
■ •♦■-Mined to win despite overwhelming odds. He found 
>» mirage in the face of his newest adversity. 

* h y icllected on his two denials and analyzed the situa- 
lle marshaled his thoughts carefully. He concluded 
in had to help the men, widows, and families who were 
denied government assistance. Before a veteran could 
■ help, he had to know the obstacles. The roadblocks 

" «l virtually insurmountable. Kelly wrote out his conclu- 
■ - In help all veterans who were exposed to ionizing radia- 
• ■ experiments and sent them to Senator Richard Clark of 

•*<*41 

1 I here is no absolute assurance that proper mon¬ 
itoring of radiation was done for each soldier. 

j. The veteran has to use information provided by 
the Department of Defense, and it is apparent 
that the DOD does not want adverse publicity 
about exposure to ionizing radiation since the 
department created many of the tests and 
ordered servicemen to participate in them. 

3. The Veterans Administration ignores the opin¬ 
ions of a claimant’s medical and scientific repre¬ 
sentatives. 

4. In the VA’s eyes, they, and only they, have the 
experts in the field of radiation health effects. 

5. The veteran is caught in the middle of a contro¬ 
versy centering around the safety threshold of 
radiation exposure. There is no known safe level 
of radiation exposure. 
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6. The veteran must appear before ratings boai«l- 
on a regional basis with members of the VA who 
are not qualified to hear the case and evaluate 
the evidence. 

7. The veteran exposed to ionizing radiation h.r. 
discovered that the VA has become his adversai y 
as he attempts to establish a legitimate disability 
claim. 

In mid-July Orville Kelly received a personal letter w 
the presidential seal. It said, “Rosalynn and I were very mum 
to learn of your illness. We hope you will be strengthen J 
knowing that the thoughts and prayers of your family m i 
friends are with you.” The letter was signed by Jimmy ( 
ter. 

Orville looked at Wanda and said: 

This is really something. Last month I was called a 
liar by the VA; a nut by the Defense Department, 
and here I receive a personal letter from President 
Carter, who is sad because I am ill. I appreciate the 
sentiment, but I wish he had the same concern for 
the sickness at the VA. 

Kelly opened another letter. With a laugh, he said to Wan 
da: 


Honey, look here. It’s an article sent by a friend in 
Washington. Dr. Smith, the same VA doctor who 
denied my claim, was interviewed by a medical 
magazine. He was asked about veterans’ radiation 
exposure claims. He said there have been so few 
claims that the veterans obviously don’t think that 
they are ill from radiation exposure. He also says 
that the Department of Defense is reconstructing 
all the nuclear tests and evaluating them in detail, 
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6 . 

The Atomic Veteran and a 
Landmark Decision 


We will call ourselves atomic veterans. 

-Orville E. Kelly 

Ity spring 1979, Congress and the media had discovered that 
thousands of veterans had been needlessly exposed to ioniz¬ 
ing radiation during atmospheric nuclear testing in Nevada 
und the Pacific. 

Paul Cooper’s widely publicized account of his Nevada 
l est Site experiences had encouraged other veterans to tell of 
their own exposure and subsequent medical problems. 

The 1978 hearings of the House Subcommittee on Health 
and the Environment revealed for the first time incidences of 
morbidity and mortality among nuclear test veterans. The 
hearings aroused the press and the public, embarrassed the 
government, and gave a strong boost to the Center for Dis¬ 
ease Control’s epidemiological study of nuclear veterans. 

After the CDC learned of Cooper’s case, it decided to 
study the frequency of leukemia and other cancers in ser¬ 
vicemen who had been exposed to shot Smoky. The CDC 
tried to get a list of their names from the Armed Forces 
Radio-Biology Research Institute, the surgeon general of the 
army, the Department of Defense, the Department of Ener- 
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gy, and the Veterans Administration. These agencies ciil.. 
denied the existence of a list or refused to provide any m.l 
vidual names, taking refuge in the Privacy Act—a law to pi. 
vent invasion of privacy. 

In June 1977, Parade magazine published an article aim. 
the study, with a photograph showing soldiers watching .slid 
Smoky. “Were you there?” the caption asked. “If you wen 
contact the Center for Disease Control in Atlanta, Georgia 
Within a week, over two thousand letters and phone call* 
flooded the CDC. Of the two thousand, more than fom 
hundred came from Smoky veterans, and there were five leu 
kemia cases among them—nearly five times the expected 
number for the forty-to-forty-five age group responding. 

Reaction to the Parade article gave the center a toehold 
The formerly lethargic Department of Defense came to 
attention. When it and the AEC’s successor agency, tlir 
Department of Energy, learned that the CDC’s study was 
actually underway, both departments refused categorically to 
provide a list of Smoky veterans. This government stonewall 
ing came to the attention of Representative Tim Lee Carter. 
One month after the Parade article, he introduced a resolu 
tion of inquiry in Congress to force Secretary of Defense 
Harold Brown, formerly director of Livermore Laboratory, to 
release the list of Smoky veterans. Within a few days, the 
army’s surgeon general produced the list. Methodically, the 
CDC began to get in touch with each person. 

Although the CDC study was well on its way, the Defense 
Department commissioned a parallel study by the National 
Academy of Sciences. The department’s nuclear arm, the 
Defense Nuclear Agency, announced in December 1977 that 
the tests would be reconstructed and the exposure of veterans 
studied. From six to ten million dollars annually were allo¬ 
cated to the project. One of the first study contracts went to 
Science Applications, Inc., of McLean, Virginia. This compa¬ 
ny employs what they call “oral historians” whose purpose is 
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• • lly had good rapport with the media, and many journal- 
' 'hu had interviewed him when he organized Make 
«•(«v Oount interviewed him again when he announced 
i Mu ly that he was convinced his cancer was radiation- 
1 'ii 1 1 Kelly was in the process of filing his third disability 
.mi with the Veterans Administration when Dorothy 
hi who was terminally ill, sent him nearly two hundred 
1- inns’ files gathered by Another Mother for Peace. She 
*hiIc: 

Orville, I can no longer carry on this work because 
of my depleted finances and my health. I am sending 
you the information because I know you will do 
your best to help these poor veterans. What hap¬ 
pened to them and to you is a tragedy that must be 
corrected. 

Soon after Kelly received these files from Dorothy he 
. .died Bob Alvarez at the Environmental Policy Institute in 
Washington to say that he wanted to form an organization to 
help nuclear test veterans. Alvarez invited him to Washing¬ 
ton to discuss his ideas and promised a press conference. 

Kelly arrived in Washington on March 6 and that day met 
with Bob Alvarez and Howard Rosenberg—an investigative 
journalist on the staff of Jack Anderson—to discuss the form¬ 
ing of a new veterans’ organization. Alvarez explained that 
Kelly was organizing nuclear test veterans. Rosenberg had 
written several articles about nuclear veterans and found the 
concept interesting and timely. He believed the only way 
these men would be helped was to help themselves. 

Alvarez recalls the meeting: 

We discussed a name for the organization. Orville 
said it should be a national association. Howard said 
all these men took part in atomic experiments, and 
Orville agreed but said there had been thermonu- 
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• iihst the Senate Committee on Veterans’ Affairs in his 

4tjtf, 

I wo weeks later Kelly left for Washington to see Bob 
nc/. again. Alvarez had arranged for him to meet with 
i ■, icpresentatives of foundations and philanthropies. Kelly 

I c to this group, explaining why the National Association 
1 Atomic Veterans had been formed. He summed up his 

II case, saying that his denials were typical of those of all 
omuic veterans. 

None of the veterans were warned of the possible 
health consequences of their exposure during the 
tests, and there has never been any medical follow¬ 
up. Our relief can come only through the Veterans 
Administration, and it won’t admit the possibility of 
debilitating disease resulting from radiation expo¬ 
sure during the tests. 

It is not only the VA that frustrates us. The 
Defense Nuclear Agency, which is reconstructing 
nuclear tests involving military personnel, is releas¬ 
ing false and misleading information. Of the 
250,000 military participants in the tests, only about 
thirty percent wore film badges, but the agency is 
saying that the average exposure was approximately 
one-half rem using the film badge as a form of expo¬ 
sure record. 

Kelly told the group that there were four forms of radiation 
exposure from nuclear blasts but that the agency was basing 
its entire study on gamma exposure. Inhalation, ingestion, 
and residual radiation from previous tests were all important 
factors not measured by the film badges. 

He said it had been ridiculous to expose troops to nuclear 
explosions and explained that when he asked the Pentagon 
why he had to watch twenty-two nuclear tests, he was told 
that it was a matter of public relations to show each service at 
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1 11 id we are seeking restitution and assistance for 
mi problems that are radiation related. We are not 
4. livisls, and we have no position either pro or con 
"ii nuclear power. I can tell you, though, that we are 
!• Imitcly against human experimentation and nu- 
• Inn weapons proliferation. Which brings me to 
tin point: today you certainly would not see those 
pioponents of more nuclear weapons standing on a 
I teach or kneeling in a trench two or three miles 
liom a nuclear explosion. 

Mli i Kelly finished talking and answering questions, he 
mi across town to see Shelley Madden, a young, energetic 
. - wmker on the staff of the Senate Committee on Veter- 
Allairs. Shelley had been in touch with both Kelly and 
nitflor Richard Clark’s office. She knew about Kelly’s prob- 
•♦iiii with the VA, and his file had been sent from Senator 
ink's office in Des Moines. 

She remembers their first encounter: 

When Orville contacted me and started talking 
about radiation, I had no idea what he meant. I knew 
absolutely nothing about radiation. I was a case¬ 
worker who spent most of my time trying to help 
people who were in VA hospitals who were object¬ 
ing to the stuff VA physicians were prescribing for 
them. I asked Senator Clark’s office to send me a 
letter describing what they were talking about. 
When I read that letter, I asked myself, “What the 
hell is this—twenty-two nuclear blasts—cancer— 
aaah.” It all sounded unreal, but Orville was totally 
sincere and his genuineness convinced me I should 
try to help him. It was a big decision for me because 
the committee had never done anything like that. I 
discussed the situation with the health counsel and 
the general counsel, who referred me to the chief 
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\ • II, my friends, I am the perfect example of a man 
- lium the VA is taking care of. They are just wait- 
.. lor me to die so I’ll shut up, but let me assure 
. mi, I refuse to give up. 

You, each one of you, can do something about 
' inorrow—today. I do not want my children, nor 
.in children, to grow up with the fear that their 
world will be destroyed in a nuclear holocaust. We 
must work to create a world living in harmony with- 
tiul finding more efficient ways to kill people. 

I am but one of America’s Forgotten Brigade of 
Radiation Fodder—a victim of my own govern¬ 
ment’s nuclear weapons testing. My insistence that 
(untice must prevail is keeping me alive. I do not 
Intend to die until my job is done. 

I mid and continuous applause echoed off the Capitol after 
■ • ily finished his speech. This crusader for America’s atomic 
'I urns had lifted the emotions of the huge crowd. 

When Kelly returned to Burlington, he worked ceaselessly 

• l|nug other veterans with their claims, while he planned his 

• n presentation before the Board of Veterans’ Appeals. 

In Washington, Shelley Madden went often to the VA to 
inly Kelly’s case file. She noticed that the file was not being 
• viewed by anyone at the agency and there seemed to be no 
ujjcncy about digging into the files’ masses of information. 
I lie VA had no clear definition of policy on radiation claims, 
md there was no formal procedure to review them. 

horn time to time, the chief counsel of the Committee on 
Veterans’ Affairs would ask Shelley what she was learning 
.ifiout Kelly’s case. Once she retorted: “Plenty!” 
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A Denial and Recovery 

I cannot, in good conscience, allow such a violation ol 
justice to go unchallenged. 

—Dr. John Cofmaii 

On June 8, Kelly had a relapse and was taken to the 11ml. 
ton hospital in an ambulance. New tests indicated the »... 
for intensive treatment. Wanda was with him consla. M, 
spending many nights at the hospital. She recalls tl,,i 
husband was having serious difficulties. For days he w.i.. ... 
fined to his room, unable to leave his bed. He read Irii. 
from veterans and dictated answers to the association m. 
tary, Jeannie Kuster. Those closest to him were deeply > ■ 
cerned that this relapse might mean the end. Kelly li.i.l 
intention of giving in, however. His job was not finished 
He awoke early one July morning determined to somcl» 
get himself across the room to a chair next to the wind. 
Against his doctors orders, he struggled to navigate the lw• 
ty-foot distance. It took him nearly fifteen minutes to „ , 
the chair. Dizzy and weak, he gazed out the window at n. 
scene below. He saw the green grass of the hospital lawn ... 
the hills in the distance. He thought about the things he » 
seeing, reached for a pad and pen, and wrote: 

I watched a parade this morning 
From way up in the sky. 

I saw it from my hospital window, 

And watched the clouds go marching by. 

On earth, the trees applauded, 

And the birds sang merrily. 

I watched a parade this morning, 

And it was just for me. 

On July 10, Kelly had recovered enough to be released fnmi 
the hospital. Within six days he and Wanda were on then 
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in Iowa City, where he would begin a new series of 
.llicrapy treatments. 

In Washington, Shelley Madden began to apply increasing 
f.»toiic on the VA. She intended to stir interest in Kelly’s 
• that someone would review the case. She wanted to let 
it.* \ A know that she knew the file was dormant. Possibly it 
iloimant because officials were annoyed by Dr. Gofman’s 
i# * m>w of Kelly’s case. He spelled it out in a letter to Shel- 

Ihm 


I am enclosing a copy of the letter I sent to Mr. 

()i ville Kelly. In that letter I have made it clear that 
the Veterans Administration decisions are obvious¬ 
ly erroneous and that his claim should be granted. I 
am hopeful that the error in the Veterans Adminis- 
tiation decisions can be corrected, for it represents 
the most gross miscarriage of justice that I have ever 
encountered in my thirty-two years in medicine. 

I am so shocked by the errors of fact and opinion 
of the Veterans Administration that I cannot, in 
good conscience, allow such a violation of justice to 
go unchallenged. Unless this is rectified, I intend to 
contact my own senators and other senators I know 
lo request a full-scale probe of the Veterans Admin¬ 
istration’s actions in such matters. If such a probe 
were held and if competent physician-scientists and 
other experts were brought in to testify, the results 
would represent the largest scandal of mishandling 
of our veterans that has ever occurred in this coun- 
try. 

I have high respect for the men who serve their 
country in the armed services, and I do not believe 
the sort of shabby treatment I see here should be 
condoned. I cannot personally sit by and see this 
happen. 
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After Shelley Madden read the letter, she called I 
and insisted that an independent medical opinion be oh 
in Kelly’s case. At first the agency ignored her reque-.t 
she called daily and became more insistent. She told I In 
“I will not stop, and if you want to get me off your bad 
do as I ask. My requests are not outlandish. I want ;m ■ 
pendent medical opinon, and this veteran deserves oik 

After a time, the VA relented: 

Finally, one day a congressional liaison represent.i 
tive from the VA called me and said, “All right. 
Miss Madden, we are prepared to send the Kelly 
case to an independent medical group, but you have 
to pick the medical examiner.” 

I was furious. I said, “No way, no way. It’s unetlii 
cal for you to suggest such a thing. If I select the 
examiner and the results are in your favor, then you 
could use me to weasel out of making the disability 
award. You find the examiner, and he or she had 
better be a recognized pathologist!” 

Shelley Madden’s strong words to the represent.itiv 
accomplished what she wanted. The case was sent to tin 
Armed Forces Institute of Pathology for review. Its com 
ment: 

The veteran’s dosimetry was available for only four 
and one half [months] of his twelve-month assign¬ 
ment. Beta radiation was not measured. Therefore, 
it appears that the veteran’s exposure was probably 
much greater than listed for the tv/enty-two nuclear 
blasts. In summary, the staff believes that the radia¬ 
tion exposure in the service was a probable factor in 
the etiology of the veteran’s neoplastic process 
[maligant tumor growths]. 

While the Institute was reviewing Kelly’s case, Jonathan 
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. . i,ng chief counsel of the Senate Committee on Veter- 
Z'.s, stopped b, Shelley's desk. Shelley got a large 

IptlWI 

Mr in berg, whom I consider a brilliant man occa- 
n„ally checked on my progress. He jokingly re¬ 
tell cd to me as the radiation lady. This one morni g 
Im asked me what I was working on, andl before 
. .mid answer, he said, "Don't tell »e, ^ ^ 

I dly case.” I said he was right and he continued. 

Well, Shelley, because of all the furor you ve 
,,rated and what we’ve seen that a veteran has to go 
through to get compensation for an illness he fee s i 
Son induced, we've decided to ho d heanng, 

I was astonished but very, very pleased. I remem 
|,cicd that six months before Steinberg s news, the 

committee had no idea of veterans’radiation-caused 
health problems, and that I had^ ^ 

be allowed to start work on Kelly s case, inow 
were going to hold hearings. That was real progress! 

My entire face was aglow. I thought-fantastic! 

At 9:34 a.m. on June 20,1979, in Room 6226 of the Dirksen 
. rihce Building, California Senator Alan Cranston, chairman 
. ,c Senate Committee on Veterans’ Affairs opened the 
'r lav hearings with a statement: “There can be no doub 
1 » the federal government today has a compelling mora 
t. niionsibility to do everything possible to facilitate e erans 
Administration disability and death claims related to nuclear 

W Srwho was in the Burlington hospital again, could not 

he at the hearings but sent a statement to be presented by 
Ik at me nea 5 n T Wee i, s 0 f Birmingham, Ala- 
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Mn Week was his spokesman. Weeks read Kell, 

sSSS-r 

like to telly"! how l"fee h iTd!y r afto Very ’ '■ W0 “ 1 ' 1 
third VA denial. I believe ha! A m T 8 " ly 

Unfortunately, time is not on our side The vefer 
, z n e S t a / e . askm f for action now. I feel each of you real- 

“nttoe Hi'e" “ ha « « ^ 

the ia v^e n ;aIs he be UeStl ° n ^ rea % wL^eTorTof 
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11 tic and correct a grave injustice that has been 
•iniiuciing for years. 

m, . was his habit, said what he thought positively, firm- 
1 without rancor. It was clear that he wanted assistance 
ilomic veterans, not only for himself. 

Aiii mling that day was Patricia Broudy, the widow of a 
■ • in who had participated in shots Priscilla and Hood, 
... •n|i.inicd by her attorney. Both had a laundry list of 
■ . .igainst the VA. Said the attorney: 

I .1111 embarrassed that we have to hold these hear¬ 
ings. The time is for action, not for more hearings. 

I lie Marshallese, whom I represented on a pro bono 
basis, received lifetime guaranteed medical care, a 
1.as,000 illness payment and/or a $100,000 death 
benefit. The veterans say, “We were at the test 
sites, we were exposed, and now we have cancer. 
Shouldn’t we get at least what the Marshallese 
got?” 

My initial investigation of the problem con¬ 
fronted by these former servicemen revealed a 
shocking and disgraceful system which resulted rou- 
linely in their denial of veteran benefits. The prob¬ 
lem lies in the fact that the Veterans Administra¬ 
tion is guilty of both ignorance and incompetence 
concerning radiation claims. 

l‘.itricia Broudy let loose her feelings: 

The Veterans Administration has a quaint quota¬ 
tion from Abraham Lincoln which states, “To care 
for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his 
widow and orphan.” How ironic! Instead of caring 
for these veterans, their widows and children, each 
case has become an adversary proceeding. We are 
guilty until proven innocent. We must prove that 
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our husbands were at the tests, and we must prov< 
cancer is a result of low-level ionizing radiation. 

While these hearings are going on, more men an 
dying, and more widows and orphans are going on 
welfare. These men were used as guinea pigs. W< 
know the results of these tests from the horriblr 
atrocities we inflicted upon the Japanese. Why did 
we have to do this to our own men? 

Now why do we have to be subjected to the 
humiliation of begging for what is rightfully ours? 

The hearings lasted well into the day. There was test inn 
from advocates of the nuclear weapons tests and those vJ 
defended their policies: Vice Admiral Robert P. Mom 
director of the Defense Nuclear Agency; Mahlon E. Can 
manager of the Nevada operations office of the Departim 
of Energy; Duane Sewell, assistant secretary of Defense I’m 
grams, the Department of Energy; and J. C. Peckarsky, it 
director of the VA Compensation and Pension Service. 11 
party line was the same: the Defense Nuclear Agency and l!» 
Department of Energy insisted that every precaution lu 
been taken at the test sites and that the exposure of troops i 
radiation was minimal. The VA maintained that it was Ini 
lowing guidelines established by the Defense Nuclear Agen 
cy, and that atomic veterans could not prove that their dr. 
eases were radiation-related. Thus, most claims wen- 
denied. 

When the hearings ended, a reporter from the Associakd 
Press filed a report headed, “A-Test Veterans to Receivr 
More Aid.” The article, which appeared in major newspaper 
across the country, could easily have been headed, “Atomic 
Veterans Receive More False Hope.” Through no fault ol 
Chairman Cranston or Shelley Madden, whose initiative had 
brought about the hearings, the testimony that June day did 
little to ease the plight of atomic veterans. 
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. Shelley Madden realized 1 «Z 

l ..Of mistakes by those “ce e s»rs to the m 

,. , |lOSC d the veterans to 
, dined its position, she analyzed th p 

1 he VA is simply not a thinking body. There is no 

lj«^cy,Th^n^ £ 
lion illness simply isnt a part oi me 

hie files and 1 was horrified. He naa an uic 
and^the best of medi^^opiniom^yet he^was^denied 

‘ h '“ : m S, e ” 1 1 no”diclal review. The board’s 

ill He never has turned anyone away. The , VA 
you’d better listen to me, becaus ®‘ , t £ e DNA 

asgeSs 

iSSS soon. He has no insurance. He has eno. 
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oTh: r ^^“n w r da , wi " ^ «•««' 

John Gofmfn laid that J S Wl11 be des,i, " l( 

>hi S .ohappe“^r n elr“w,; 0 I , , Si,byand ' ,,, '’“ 

; SWey Madd “ • 
she hound the VA- she also ° ften - Not 0nl ' 

committee to add his nrps<f thec, nef counsel ..I i 

level attack might have atn h f* She be,ieved •' ' 
August, Shelle/and Molly °‘ succee(l '"‘ 

for the last timebefore!theVA nflT W ' th 0l * »' 
He was well prepared h..t, f p P eals hearing in Septcml., 

him to become a hosoitd nat r dy ' his i,lness 
very ill, he was admitted to P the e iJn again: t 0n f Septeml,n ' 
His case would have to be presented ° f l0W3 bos| " 1 ' 
tative, the American Lepinn ti^ ^ by b ‘ S service repres., 
ing, Orville and Wanda craved T "T 8 before thc •" " 
si0 ". All they could do was wit 8 ^ ** 3 faV ° rab,C (l ‘'' 

to the VA. She wafSgnfneT' n§ th hClIey made 3 final ' 

to go to law school. This § would be h** , C ° m ? ttee StafI sn,,tt 

resp^S fofK;n y ^ca y sea h nd" €" --^thepts.:;; 

some compassion during this’finalheartg"' VA W '" sl "'” 
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Landmark Decision 

•v / can die in peace. 

—Orville E. Kelly 

. pending nearly a month in the hospital, Kelly was 
■ ••il m October. Many of his friends were surprised, 
< I hey thought he would not recover. But he had a 
m to complete. He spent the rest of the month working 
<>riH iation matters, returning often to the hospital as an 
iiirni. During the next month, Lew Golinker, a staff 
■1 iicy from the National Veterans’ Law Center in Wash- 
1 m, came to visit him. The center, a public interest proj- 
•I American University’s law school, wanted to help 
•<<niiic veterans. Its attorneys were among the few who would 
ii •.cut a veteran at a VA hearing without a fee. 

I lie meeting was useful to both men. Golinker had a keen, 
•11 mind and wanted to help where he was needed. He 
li 1 stood the issues and promised the center would repre- 
I as many atomic veterans as it could. 

' .iivcmber was a particularly anxious month for Kelly and 
l.imily. They were told the Appeals Board would decide 
( ase by Thanksgiving. The day passed with no news. Kel- 
. was depressed, convinced that he would be turned down 
mi. On November 24, he and Wanda left for the West 
1 1 i.ist for several appearances arranged by the publisher of 
1 is second book, Until Tomorrow Comes. Kelly planned to 
meet with atomic veterans in addition to discussing the book, 
l lr would stop first in San Francisco and then travel down to 
I us Angeles and San Diego. 

On the evening of November 25, Kelly appeared on a 
ilnee-hour live radio talk show in San Francisco, talking 
about his radiation exposure and his subsequent cancer. 
When the station opened the switchboard for call-ins, veter¬ 
ans and others who were involved in nuclear tests flooded the 
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lines. One of the callers, who identified himself as I >< 
Reynolds, said, “Mr. Kelly, you may remembci me 
person who sailed into the testing area in 1958 to 
nuclear tests. I tried to warn everyone that the It .1 
have bad effects on the participants. Had you men I. 
and joined my protest, the tests could have been stoppi 
you might not have cancer today. All this happened if* 
you were on Eniwetok. Do you remember?” 

Kelly was stunned. He recalled his conversation will 
Loveridge, the Armed Forces Radio announcer, twniii 
years before. Loveridge had told Kelly about Dr. Rcw* 

He said, “Yes, Doctor, I do remember the incident. You 4 
taken to Kwajalein, I believe. I should have listened, ami 
I am sorry I didn’t.” 

Kelly wasn’t feeling well. Exhausted, he fell into bed . 
night at the Fisherman’s Wharf Holiday Inn. The nunif* 
calls to the radio station had surprised him, and the if 
hours he spent answering them had drained him. I f 
Wanda he was convinced that there were more p< • ( * 
affected by the tests than they would ever know. 

At 6:01 the next morning, the phone in Kelly’s room m . 
Groggy with sleep, he answered it. Molly Milligan in \\ ,1 
ington was calling. “Orville, I was told just now by a 1.1 
from the VA that the decision is favorable. The Appi * 1 
Board allowed your claim!” 

The news snapped Kelly awake. “I don’t believe it, I 
we’ve won!” he shouted to Wanda. “We won our case!” S> 
all three were crying. 

When they concluded the conversation, Molly Mill 11,1 
said to herself, “This is the most satisfying thing that's lu| 
pened since I’ve been with the committee.” 

The next two days were among the busiest of Wanda ,in- 
Orville’s life. The media called constantly. Newspaper, tele 
vision, and radio reporters wanted interviews. Atomic vein 
ans and friends all over the country phoned or sent telegram* 
congratulating Kelly on his victory. 
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* * ■ Vork T im «! sl0 7 ** a,Slo" formed set 

"!, h ;; n y^h tton Post reported, “A terminally ill 

. V'ltct 0 relationship 8 between fallout more than 

. 1 ,licct ® nfl the c ?ncer that is killing him today. 

Aforme? Army sergeant dyingof cancer has won 

: 'C 2^?®' went int0 more 

Stull . , 

in seeking 

.“'TftsSCtntgSment agency to 

^^tendupbackattimor^maW 

,, lly's long fight to f h^^JTefusing to 
disgusting examp e of r actions Y have ever 

,,,CP Th S e P Department of Defense, the Nuclear 

Itcgolatory Agency and 

n^n^^^officer in charge of Japtan Is¬ 
land. 

o,, San Francisco television, the day of the award, Kelly 
mid: 
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this long, especially the government Rnr t » 

rrtT A Maybe 

fS-SHSr 

a ra 'c who are Jen USSta if 


- man i am. 

West Crast! there'was ftwOT^' Ir r‘ nSt0n Ws trip t0 "" 

Board of Veterans’ aZ5TuT W docuI M"t from It,. 

if: “Decision Ent tleSt 15* paragraph «,!» 
a malignant processTestablXd'M"*' 1 ®?’ 
appeal is allowed.” ’ 1 ^ ene fi f sought on 

veterans, but Orville Ke"ilytw* 7 ™? for °* her ato ""' 
linked disability to radi in T ^ ^ l ° ne that direcl, V 
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And There Were Others 


Until 1977 there was no indication that former test partici¬ 
pants were experiencing any adverse health effects which 
might be attributable to exposure to ionizing radiation at 
the tests . 

—Defense Nuclear Agency 
Fact Sheet 

There is no danger; there is no danger . 

—AEC radio broadcast 
to the residents of 
St. George, Utah, 1953 

When Orville Kelly was awarded his disability claim, he 
made a point of saying he hoped his breakthrough would help 
radiation victims everywhere. The nuclear tests had affected 
the lives of thousands of people in every area where the blasts 
took place, and wherever nuclear clouds deposited their 
radioactive fallout around the world. 


1943: The Test Before the Test 

You have claimed that you were present during bomb test¬ 
ing in November 1943. The first test of a nuclear bomb was 
not conducted until July 1945 . 

—Adjudication Officer 
Veterans Administration 
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stationed 2r MaU a 6 V* 3 twent y' tw o-year-old airman 
stationed at Kearns Air Force Base in Salt Lake City C i.i 

JSWi: r ration ’ ioined ,he ■» & 

something * 

One afternoon a convoy of army trucks arrived at 
the base, and the first fifteen men from every other 
barracks were told to board the vehicles. I was one 
of those men. 

in * * r: e bri ! fe t that we were going to take part 
m the testing of a Super Bomb that would end the 

war. The trucks took us to an area past the Great 
bait Lake where there was a plateau of land. We 
were lined up at the base of a cliff and told to face 

if-.i u, nd C0VCr 0Ur eyes with our hands - When a 
whistle blew, we could drop our hands and open our 

We followed instructions, and after about ten 
minutes I heard a distant thud and felt a slight tre¬ 
mor of the earth. My skin felt funny-like an elec- 
tricaJ shock. 

Then we returned to our barracks. None of us 
knew what had occurred, and we were never told. 

We were informed, however, that we would receive 
a Distinguished Service Medal for our bravery. It is 

a part of my service record. I never did receive the 
medal. 

Three months later I was temporarily assigned to 
Alamagordo, New Mexico. Tests of parts of the new 
bomb were conducted as a matter of routine every 
en days or so. One day while we were returning 
rom our mess hall after the noon meal, the public 
address system announced that all personnel were 
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to take shelter immediately. Four hours later we 
were given the “all clear” signal. 

I was told later that tests of the new bomb had 
carried something over our area, and the testers had 
not wanted to conduct that day’s test until the wind 
shifted, carrying whatever it was over the base and 
away from civilian-populated areas. 

When I contracted leukemia, I filed for service- 
connected disability. The VA had the audacity to 
reply that I could not have been a radiation victim 
because my alleged exposure occurred before the 
Trinity test. The VA must think that bomb was 
built in a garage overnight. It took those scientists 
three years to develop it, and all kinds of tests of 
components had to happen before the finished prod¬ 
uct was exploded. Just about everybody knows 
that! 


September 9, 1945 

The purpose of today’s visit, gentlemen, is to show you that 
the dangerous levels of radiation at the site have completely 
diminished. 

—General Leslie R. Groves 
Director, Manhattan Project 

Patrick Stout had been assigned to army intelligence and 
now, at age twenty-nine, was a part of the Manhattan Project 
at Los Alamos. He was well aware that he was participating 
in something that could end the war. Sometimes Stout was 
assigned as General Leslie R. Groves’s personal driver. It was 
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not unusual for him to encounter the world’s forenimi 
nuclear scientists, such as Robert Oppenheimer. 

On the day of the world’s first atomic explosion, July n 
1945, Patrick Stout had an excellent view of the experimcni 
Like most observers, he was overjoyed when it succeeded 

On the day of that nuclear success, Enrico Fermi, the lt.il 
ian scientist who worked on the development of the bonit 
and who built the first successful nuclear reactor in 1938, can 
tiously approached ground zero in a Sherman tank lined will* 
lead. Fermi surely knew there were dangerous radiation le v 
els near the explosion’s hypocenter. He saw the explosion had 
made a sizable crater nearly fifteen feet deep in the descii 
floor and reported that the sand surrounding ground zero wa-. 
fused into a milky-green glass. Only a molten metal stump 
was left where the one-hundred-foot tower on which the 
bomb was mounted had stood. Despite Fermi’s massive pro 
tection, the radiation was so intense that he had to leave the 
area. 

On September 9, General Groves, Robert Oppenheimci, 
and other scientists escorted media representatives close to 
ground zero. Groves wanted to show the reporters that tin- 
area was free of harmful levels of radioactivity. He was driven 
to ground zero by Patrick Stout. Stout was encouraged to go 
into the crater, which he did. He stayed there for thirty min 
utes and was photographed—a smiling, happy soldier. 

A scientist later told him he had been exposed to dangerous 
levels of radioactivity. 

In April 1967, Patrick Stout became ill. Leukemia was diag 
nosed, and two years later he died. He told his wife he was 
certain that his exposure at site Trinity had caused his can 
cer. 


204 


And There Were Others 

Pilot with a Conscience 

One has only one life, and if the can 

be used for the benefit of the human race, then that 

way it will be used. —Claude R. Eatherly 

I he first bomb used in anger Once fcat■ Y flgw back tQ 
Sitno! aware oithe type 

h l“wa"Eathe,ly stayed in the air «e « 

assigned its arsenal two atomic 

'‘ESerly^saw Able exploded the cockpit of his B-29 
flying at twenty-five thousand feet: 

I can see it—brilliant, brilliant colors; every color 
you can imagine. Then these shipsgg 
being tossed way, way up in the air. Tben thesho k 
wave a dark wall of spray coming right at us 1 ke a 
huge’fist. pushing us P sideways. Then our plane 
end tnssins like an insignificant leaf. I 
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realized at last what power mankind was trifling 
with. 

After the detonation, he flew directly into the dense mt> 
room to measure airborne blast effects. When he returiml ■ 
base, his B-29 was dangerously radioactive. At first the 
force planned to destroy it. However, in the end it was siui|> 
washed and quarantined for awhile. 

Eatherly was examined by air force physicians, who t 
him he had not been harmed because he was inside the pl.im 
Six months later he was discharged. 

Shortly after discharge, Eatherly became moody, tense, an 
insecure. He began to feel dizzy, fatigued, and weak. In 19.1 
his wife miscarried and the fetus was found to be malformed 
Mrs. Eatherly asked her physician if her husband’s exposun 
to radiation could have had any damaging effects. After a spi 
cial test, the physician told Eatherly that radiation exposnu 
was a possible explanation for an unusually high number nl 
abnormal spermatozoa. Claude filed a claim with the VA, 
which was denied. 

The VA said that Eatherly’s claims for physical and menl.il 
disability caused by “atomic operations” was an aberration 
“Of all the men who were involved in the atomic operations 
in Hiroshima, Nagasaki and Bikini, only Eatherly has claimed 
physical or mental damage.” 

His condition worsened. He began to have blackouts and 
long periods of memory loss. He robbed a U.S. Post Office 
and was arrested, tried, and convicted. During the trial he 
complained that he had never felt right since his exposure to 
radiation in Bikini. 

Reporters discovered that the man being tried had targeted 
the bomb dropped on Hiroshima. One newsman suggested 
that Eatherly had committed a crime so society would punish 
him for his crime against Hiroshima. Soon the story was 
national news, and Claude Eatherly was in the public eye. 

He was an embarrassment to the air force because he was 
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.H|tlaimng about -diatjon exposure, and the air tacedid 

1 want to be accuse 1 hospital and was an out 

« under psychiatric: car£ the V A if Eath- 
.uent during his trial T - d The age ncy said he 

was mentally or physically impa rea , \ had been 

.Jrted from deep schizaphicmc pnU-beeFor fif- 

1 umental in killing more \ receiving constant 

.11 months he was heaV y RU ^and Benzedrine, as well 
, ,s of Dilantin, ™orazm«^ therapy. 

„ dectric shock treatments a d ^ ^ yA hospita i. He 

f inally, Eatherly was able to g of nuclear te st- 

•!■«* ‘ he reSl l h ^ani Z e ^movement to ban nuclear weap- 

:;^oSo g n. Hejied oll^ ^ aude Eatherly 

itomic cloud at Bikini. 


Crossroads 

The 42,000 men ^^they^ould experSe"At least one 
ous thoughts about what they ^ J hi$ parents again . 
of them feared that he an eig hteen-year-old sad- 

Weareon our way toBikini Atoll that is the Cross 
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roads where the bomb is going to be dropped. They 
say this ship may be demobilized by the terrific 
combustion of the bomb, and they say the heat will 

t S °?Z at tha u ° Ur lves wil1 be in dan ger. Momma 
they told us that we may never come back. They 

gave us a party and all the liberty we wanted. Well 

are thTh m / ke $10 ’ 000 soon because you’ 

are the beneficiary of my G.I. insurance. 

Jim Elliott was a healthy young farmer when he joined Ifi. 

anchored ZhT^!° ^ **—. <* of ftS, 

anchored in the Bikini lagoon during the two nuclear te.K i 

Operation Crossroads. Before the first on^ tL tew S n 

Arkansas was transferred to another ship and taken twenU 

one miles away from the blast area. The Arkansas was dLk i 

deCSm 6 ^ hUndied tWCnty y3rds fr0m the site of I fir 

Two days after test Able, Elliott and other navy neoi.l, 
returned to the Arkansas. They stayed only briefl/becail, 

The m^TeB tt 0 sh Ct,Ve “ d ,Udged “ t0 ° hot ” for occu P a "< 7 
l he men left the ship again, returning a couple of days lain 

to crate up the test animals that had been left on board th, 

vesse! before the shot. Elliott was told that at least 2 o P ercem 

of the animals died from radiation poisoning. The Arkair , 

Sa E qUCnt Baker und -watfr test " 

t i , ? J had other duties. He placed warning signs on ships 
that had survived the blast. One sign-KEEP clear l r 

ThTi A ? IOAC ^ VE f~ WaS PUt ° n 3 submarine > the U.S.S. Skate 
The Skate, in the front line of target ships, was still afloat bm 

had been severely damaged. The blasted ! th 

Skate s superstructure into a gnarled mass. A few days afto 

the test, the warning sign was removed and the Skate’s crew 

merged The^' T , he , Vessel W0!,ld run b ut could not be sub 

admits flagsh^T '° ‘° pa “ in review before 
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Elliott had other tasks in the lagoon. He was a member of a 
-ilvage crew that raised parts of damaged ships from the bot- 
1.mi. The sailors were allowed to swim in the lagoon where 
1 lie ships were anchored. Shortly after Elliott’s first swim, he 
• omplained of nausea. 

Elliott left Bikini Atoll aboard the U.S.S. Clymer for the 
I Ini ted States. The Clymer stopped at Pearl Harbor. Between 
I l.iwaii and California, the crew was ordered to dump all food 
overboard because it was contaminated from radiation. Dur¬ 
ing the rest of the trip, the crew subsisted on canned meat 
mid hardtack. The men wondered how much of the contam¬ 
inated food they had eaten before the dumping. They were 
warned by an officer not to discuss the incident with anyone. 

Within eleven months after Crossroads, Elliott’s weight 
had dropped from one hundred eighty-two to one hundred 
eighteen pounds. Today he suffers from internal bleeding, 
skin cancers, pains in his bones and joints, and dimming 
vision. He has tried to locate others who were at Crossroads 
with him, but so far he has found more widows than ship¬ 
mates. 

Among Elliott’s mementos of his Crossroads experience is 
a certificate entitled “Grand Council Exclusive Order of 
Cuinea Pigs,” presented to him when the Clymer was en 
route to Hawaii. 

Elliott has been denied service-connected disability by the 
Veterans Administration and at one VA hearing was accused 
of lying. A board member told him that he could not have 
packed test animals into crates after test Able because the 
Humane Society would have forbidden their use in radiation 
experiments. 

Elliott is not alone searching for former naval test partici¬ 
pants: the U.S. Navy Nuclear Test Personnel Review Depart¬ 
ment is having an incredibly difficult time locating the 
135,000 men who participated in the seventeen-year program 
of atmospheric-explosion tests. 


209 






Countdown Zero 


Guadalcanal to Nagasaki 

A member of the occupational forces would have had to 
stand at ground zero naked for several consecutive days in 
order for him to be suffering any ill effects from the bomb¬ 
ing. 

—Lieutenant Colonel William McGee 
Public Information Officer, 

Defense Nuclear Agency 

Sam Scione survived the bloody banzai charges of the Japa 
nese on Guadalcanal, Tarawa, Saipan, and Okinawa. The 
young marine, a member of the elite Second Marine Division, 
was in some of the fiercest fighting of the entire Pacific cam 
paign. Before he landed on Okinawa to deliver a knockoul 
blow to Japan’s last strategic Pacific island, Scione spent a 
nervous day below deck on the troop transport, fearful that 
his ship would be hit by a Kamikaze pilot. 

Okinawa fell and the marines went back to Saipan, where 
they trained hard for another massive attack. Scione was told 
his division was going to assault the Japanese mainland. Dur 
ing training, news reached the marines that atomic bombs 
had been dropped on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki. A few days later, they learned that Japan had sur 
rendered. Scione’s reaction: 

Not knowing the cruel effects of atomic bombing, 
we were as happy as monkeys in a banana tree. A 
few weeks later, we were ordered aboard a transport 
ship. Soon enough, we learned that our previously 
unknown destination was Nagasaki. 

When we sailed into Nagasaki harbor, we 
crowded to the port side of the ship and craned our 
necks for a view. We looked for human life—there 
was none. We saw total devastation. The major 
buildings were nothing but skeletons. We arrived at 
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the dock and there was only one old Japaneseman 
there The rest of the population had fled to the 
mountains because they were told there would be 

^We'spent the first couple of nights and days in a 
burned out factory. It rained hard, and I learned how 
fish must feel sleeping in water. Later we were 

moved to a schoolhouse. 

My particular duties were to disarm Japanese, 
place guards at key locations and patrol the city m 
feep We never learned anything about radiation or 
the effects it might have on us. We wen.toground 
zero many times and were never instructed not to 

§ °At e ground zero I saw a phenomenon which I 
could not comprehend. 1 saw the shadow of a man 
on a brick wall with nothing else around and no man 
to make the shadow. I realize now that this shadow 
had to have been a human being who was fused to 
the wall at the time of the explosion of the atom 

bomb. 

During the five months the marines were in Nagasaki, they 

d, st l n h e e retuSedt at .he'United States. In the fall of .946 
seven months after leaving Nagasakt, hts hair began to fall ou 

in patches and his body was covered 

following spring he was hospitalized at Camp Lejeune, 

:^es=ssssaa= 
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relapse and was admitted to a VA hospital. At the end of fom 
and one-half months, he was released from the hospital an 
declared totally disabled, but he had no medical diagnosis 

Scione has applied for service-connected disability thin 
times, and like most atomic veterans, he has been denied. 

Scione summarizes his feelings: 

I feel my problems are definitely radiation-related, 
and because of this I have been denied the opportu¬ 
nity to make a living and enjoy the fruits of life. 
After I raised my children, I wanted to grow old nat¬ 
urally, not grow old prematurely because I was 
exposed to radiation. 

Even though thousands of us survived combat, 
we have been dying slowly because of weapons 
made by our own government. The way it appears 
to me now is that our marine division, which could 
not be beaten or destroyed by the Japanese, is being 
destroyed by purposeful and deliberate lack of care 
by the very government we fought to protect. 

In December 1979, the Defense Nuclear Agency said in a lei 
ter to the White House advisory staff, “The maximum dose 
which may have been received by any serviceman in eithci 
Nagasaki or Hiroshima in an absolutely worse case is less than 
one rem.” 

In April 1980, an article titled “National Archives Yield 
Secret Radiation Data” in the Washington Post reported: 

Two months after the atomic bomb exploded over 
Nagasaki, two government research teams found 
low-level radiation in the Japanese city . . . that 
was over ten times the radiation safety standard for 
the general population. 

The once secret reports are bound to increase the 
controversy that has developed over whether U.S. 
troops sent to Nagasaki in 1945 absorbed enough 
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radiation to have caused cancers and other diseases 
that appeared after twenty years or more. 


The Year of the Animal 

About 7,000 square miles of territory downwind [from 
Bravo] was so contaminated that survival mig av 
depended upon prompt evacuation or upon taking shelte . 

During the actual test, of course, there were no persons m 

^ —Lewis Strauss, Chairman 

Atomic Energy Commission, 

Bravo Report, February 1955 

On March i, .954, the United States exploded the first and 
largest hydrogen bomb tested in the Pacific. Bravo was .7 
m" inkejarge enough to obliterate all of Manhattan 
and substantial parts of Long Island and New Jersey. 

Gene Curbow, an atomic veteran who was assigned to 
unit that measured wind velocity and rec^««theM^ 
ditions, remembers: “For weeks prior to the blast.it was 
known that prevailing upper level troughs indicated that (> 
winds were blowing in the direction of inhabited islands . 
The thermonuclear bomb was detonated despite the fact . th 
the weather information was reported regularly by radio.to 
the Joint Task Headquarters at Emwetok. Curbow, who was 
on Rongerik Atoll, 140 miles east of Bikini W 

the shot was exploded, the wind was blowing nght at us. 
When the shock wave hit, all the pre-fabneated buddings 
were damaged in one way or another. Nearly all the windows 

WC Th<f Atomic Energy Commission, aware of the possible 
h Jnh consequences of its mistake, released an elaborate and 
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In early 1954 I was in Mujuro Atoll, five hundred 

ARC ° f f B i kin V and a man who w o^ed for the 

fnd^aid ‘ Iohl e t,P i°/ hiS fingCr ab0Ut a half ' inch 
and sa,d, John your hfe is ,ust about that long.” I 

asked him what he meant, and he explained that 

Tasked? I" 8 ° ff 3 mighty bomb on B *kini soon. 

1 asked him why my people were not being evacu- 

, and he explained that no word had come from 
Washington to move us. 

I went back to Rongelap and on the day of the 
explosion, I arose before dawn and thought I saw 

wesf The?? t0 b K 3 SUnn$e ’ but ft was in the 
. was rurpS ”* beaUtifU ' Wi ‘ h 
A little while later, the sun rose in the east. Then 

2 ? Tu S T ething Hke smoke fille d the 

wind IS a 3 t d ^ ^ 3 Str ° n § and warm 
T d f bke a ^Phoon swept across Rongelap. Then 

a sudden, we heard the great sound of the 

explosion. Some people began to cry with fright 

because they thought another war was starting. Sev- 

ours later a grayish-white powder began to fall 

on our atoll. It fell on people, into the drinking 

water, and on the food. We did not know what it 

powde^Yr? ° f .f e Ch , lldren P ’ ayed in the ashlike 
powder. You could see less than a half mile at the 
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The next day I inspected all the water catchments 
with the health aide and the school principal, and 
we saw that our water had turned yellow. I then 
warned the people not to drink the water and told 
them to drink only coconut milk. 

Later, people began to get sick with vomiting, 
aches all over their bodies, eye irritations. Burns 
appeared on their skin. A general weakness and 
fatigue set in. After the second day, most of the 
people were unable to move around as usual. 

On the evening of the second day, a seaplane 
arrived with two men who brought some strange 
machines. They stayed about twenty minutes and 
took some readings of the water catchments and 
soil, and then they left. They told us little, and we 
still did not know what had caused our sickness. 

On the morning of the third day a navy destroyer 
came, and an officer told me, “John Anjain, you 
have to leave this island at once or you and your 
people will die.” At this time, most of the people 
were feeling quite dizzy, and they were very weak. 
We were moved to Kwajalein, and we were very 
sick and in much pain. Our burns had started to 
bleed. Three doctors arrived from the States and 
made us bathe three times a day because they said 
our illnesses were of a new type and there was no 
medicine for us. 

After moving from atoll to atoll, we were finally 
returned to Rongelap in 1957—three years after we 
left. We were told that there was a little bit of radia¬ 
tion left on the atoll, but it would not injure our 
health very much. We returned, but we had much 
fear. 

After we had been back for a few months, many 
women began to have problems with childbearing. 
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On several occasions, women gave birth to crea¬ 
tures that did not resemble human beings: some of 
the creatures looked like monkeys, some like octo¬ 
puses, and others like bunches of grapes. Nothing 
like this had ever happened before. We called 1957 
the year of the animal because the newborn looked 
more like animals than humans. The people com¬ 
plained about these deformities, but the AEC doc¬ 
tors told us not to worry because “there was just a 
little radiation left on Rongelap.” 

In 1963, the thyroid problems started to occur. 
Many of my people had to have their thyroids 
removed, and others will have to take pills for the 
rest of their lives. 

In 1969, the AEC took my son, Lekoj, and two 
other children to New York for their thyroid prob¬ 
lems. In 1972, Lekoj became ill and was sent to Hon¬ 
olulu for blood transfusions. The AEC doctors told 
me he would be all right. My son was then trans¬ 
ferred to Washington, D.C. I went there to see him 
and he appeared very, very sick. The next day he 
died from leukemia. It was the saddest day of my 
life. 

After this incident I swore never to believe the 
AEC doctors again. I went to Japan with the mem¬ 
bers of the Congress of Micronesia to ask help from 
independent doctors. The Japanese doctors came to 
the Marshall Islands but were forced to leave by the 
governor of the trusteeship. They told us that we 
should never have returned to Rongelap in 1957. 
Now we know that it was a huge mistake to believe 
those who told us that it was safe. 

At the present, the people of Rongelap are really 
frightened and angry. From the beginning of the 
bomb testing program we have been treated like 
animals in a scientific experiment. 


216 


And There Were Others 


I wo hundred eighty miles east of the Bikini Atoll is the atoll 
,>f Utirik. Margaret Ataddy was a child when Bravo exploded. 

She says: 

On the morning of the bomb I awoke and saw the 
western sky turn bright red. Later, I heard the 
explosions and felt the walls of my house shaking. 

The ground shook, too. The next day a mist fell on 
our island. In a few days all the people on our island 
began to get sick. Then the navy came and moved 
us to Kwajalein. We were placed in a roped-ofr 
enclosure which we could not leave. There was a 
guard who patrolled to make sure that we did not 
leave the enclosure. 

We came back to Utirik in June and ran out ot the 
food and water the AEC supplied us. We had no 
choice but to eat our local foods and drink our catch¬ 
ment water. 

The AEC started sending a doctor to examine us, 
but his program has brought much grief to our 
people. He never tells us the truth about out health 
problems and treats us like children. He tells us he 
wants to help us, yet he examines only a few people. 

He never examined the children. He tells us it is all 
right to eat our food, but he eats the food on the 
AEC ship. Arrowroot, which is one of our major 
foods, has all but disappeared and is bitter and acrid 

tasting. , . . , , 

I have had many female problems after the bomb, 

and I am only thirty-five. In 1968 ,1 gave birth to a 
baby that had no skin—it was a monster. Thankfu 
ly, it was stillborn. I gave birth two years ago to 
something that looked like a placenta, and it died 
one day after it was born. All of the women here are 
afraid when they have their babies for fear of having 
problems from the poison! None of these problems 
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occurred before the bomb. We are fearful that the 
radiation poisoning will stay with us the rest of our 

hves and our children’s lives, and their children’s 
lives. 

There were ninety people living on Utirik in 1954. Thirty 
have died, thirty currently have cancer, and one-half I hr 
remaining population suffers from cataracts. 

The Marshallese could have been warned that the radioai 
tive cloud from Bravo was heading their way and told to seel 
shelter, but the AEC was silent until the fallout had been 
deposited on the occupied islands. 

Dr. Rosalie Bertell, a Catholic nun, is the director of cancn 
research for the Ministry of Concern for Public Health m 
Buffalo, New York. She has specialized in researching the 
effects of radiation on the human body for more than ten 
years. Called just another antinuclear torch bearer” by Lieu 
tenant Colonel Hartman B. Mowery of the Defense Nuclca. 
Agency, Dr. Bertell has warned: “Continued exposure to low 
level ionizing radiation will destroy the integrity of the gene 
pool. Damage will appear mild in the offspring which sui 
vive-the most seriously damaged will die. However, the 
mildly damaged will be less able to cope with radiation and 
eventually the line of offspring will die out and produce no 
more viable children.” It appears that the Marshallese aic 
tragic examples of the truth of Dr. Bertell’s warnings. 

Ted Lombard, of Gorham, Maine, knows about the genetic 
effects of radiation exposure. He was exposed to raw plutoni 
urn and uranium dust during the Manhattan Project. He had 
tour children, born after his exposure. All the children, now 
young adults and teenagers, are suffering from undiagnosed 
neuromuscular disorders and seizures. His eldest daughter, 
once a physica! therapist, is confined to a wheelchair. Two 
grandchildren have recently developed digestive problems 
and blood disorders. Another son, born before Lombard’s 
exposure, is in perfect health. 
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NTS—The Nifty Fifties 

We must not let anything interfere with these tests— 
nothing! 

—Thomas Murray 
AEC Commissioner, 1955 

I lie years 1951-1955 will be remembered as the radiologically 
dirtiest in the history of nuclear testing in Nevada. 

Lawrence Livermore Laboratory, formerly known as the 
University of California Radiation Laboratory at Livermore, 
1 ame to the Nevada Test Site in 1953. The number of nuclear 
tests that year was increased to nine to allow the new labora¬ 
tory to field test its theoretical concepts. 

On April 11, 1953, Livermore’s first atmospheric test 
occurred. It was code-named Ray, and a substantial yield was 
expected. The bomb exploded with all the force of a small 
firecracker. Observers saw neither a blast nor a flash, and 
Livermore’s first attempt at an outdoor nuclear detonation 
tailed to destroy the bomb’s enclosure on top of a one- 
hundred-foot tower. 

Fourteen days after the embarrassment of Ray, the Nevada 
Test Group had another opportunity to test a nuclear weap¬ 
on. This time the planned shot, called Simon, exceeded its 
estimated yield by 25 percent and erupted with the explosive 
power of 52,000 tons of TNT. More than 3,000 troops in 
trenches were covered with thick layers of dust, and seven 
"volunteers” who were in a trench slightly over a mile from 
ground zero, received as much as 100 roentgens of expo¬ 
sure. 

Three weeks later, another Livermore shot was fired, 
named Harry. Harry was even dirtier than Simon. People 
of St. George, Utah, disgustedly call the explosion “Dirty 
Harry.” One AEC official said, “That first Livermore explo¬ 
sion caused one hell of a contamination problem both on and 
off the site.” 
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Plastered 

East, they [the atomic clouds] go over St. George, which 
always gets plastered. 

—Lewis Strauss, Chairman, 
Atomic Energy Commission 

May 9,1953, is indelibly etched in the memory of Elizabclli 
Catalan, who formerly lived in St. George, Utah. In the early 
1950s, St. George, 110 air miles away from the Nevada Test 
Site, had a population of 4,500. Elizabeth Catalan knows the 
consequences of the town’s location: 

My family came to St. George when I was four. My 
father went there to teach the sciences at the high 
school and college and later became the president of 
the college. 

Before the atomic tests began, the air force and 
representatives from the AEC came to town and 
held a meeting in the high-school auditorium. We 
were told that we were a vital part of the national 
defense effort, and though the test site was close, 
there was no danger. 

At first, the test site officials always gave us twen¬ 
ty-four hours’ notice before a blast. Bomb watching 
became the new pastime. We arose in the predawn 
hours and drove to the west side of Utah Hill out¬ 
side of town and waited in the eerie darkness. 

Once you have watched an atomic blast, you nev¬ 
er forget it. The sight attacks all the senses. I 
remember the awe of it: the intense light searing the 
sky, the rumble of sound traveling through and 
above the ground, and most incredible of all, the 
cloud rearing higher and higher in the sky before it 
begins to fan out into a mushroom of overwhelming 
proportions. 
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As the testing passed into weeks, then months, 
then years, we became less interested in watching 
the sky. A sort of laziness developed among the offi¬ 
cials who were supposed to notify us before a det¬ 
onation. Shots were postponed, and no further 
announcements issued. Winds seemed to be the 
overriding factor. If the winds were blowing south 
toward Las Vegas or west toward California, the 
tests were delayed. On the other hand, when the 
winds blew east, the bombs were exploded. We 
were the “downwind residents,” but we just didn’t 
know it. 

Over the years I recall many window rattlings in 
my bedroom and the glows in the sky, but one par¬ 
ticular explosion will always haunt me. 

At 5:05 a.m. on May 19,1953, a brilliant flash pre¬ 
ceded the dawn. We were still asleep when Harry 
was detonated from a three-hundred-foot steel tow¬ 
er. The tower was vaporized into tiny airborne par¬ 
ticles of radioactive iron and steel mixed with vapo¬ 
rized equipment, soil particles, and ground debris. 
The mass rose rapidly skyward in a dark, ugly, roil¬ 
ing fireball. 

Obviously, this nuclear device was different. It 
sounded different, and, instead of mushrooming, the 
fireball rose and spread quickly. Airplanes sampling 
the cloud discovered immediately that it contained 
dangerous radioactive residue. 

Soon offsite readings also were high, and it was 
apparent to AEC officials that the people of St. 
George should be warned of the airborne menace 
heading their way. The AEC wrestled with the per¬ 
plexing problem of alerting us downwind residents 
to the danger without causing undue panic or fear. 
Unsure how to handle this problem, the AEC offi¬ 
cials for a time did nothing. They finally decided to 
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contact local safety units and the radio station so 
that a general warning could be issued. The news 
was broadcast on radio that a nuclear device had 
been detonated, creating a cloud of debris, and 
although it was headed toward St. George, we were 
assured there was no danger. People were urged to 
stay indoors for two hours as a precaution until the 
cloud had passed. The announcement was repeated, 
and it closed with the message “There is no dan 
ger.” 

My family was at home that noon when my father 
called. He had been told about the cloud’s path and 
wanted my mother to keep us children indoors. 
Since he had been assured there was no real cause 
for alarm, he continued his day’s business, in and 
out of doors all afternoon. Looking out the kitchen 
window, my mother could see the cloud, looking 
like a large thunderhead, dark, and ominous, spread¬ 
ing across the sky as it approached. 

As Harry’s cloud passed overhead, the AEC mon¬ 
itor in St. George became disturbed. He sampled 
the milk from the local dairies and found a high 
radioactivity reading. This was not a local problem 
any more, for although the milk was collected in St. 
George, most of it was trucked in to Las Vegas for 
processing and distribution. Some of the milk 
undoubtedly went to the Nevada Test Site. 

_ The townspeople were edgy. They had been cau¬ 
tioned about fallout before, but never had they seen 
such an ugly, thick, darkness overhead. The AEC 
was edgy, too. Panic had to be avoided because a 
scared small town could bring adverse publicity, 
reflecting on the nuclear weapons testing pro¬ 
gram. 

The AEC monitor took a second set of readings 
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on the milk coming out of St. George that after¬ 
noon. He called the Nevada Test Group in Las 
Vegas, and three men left for St. George immedi¬ 
ately. The morning milkings had already been 
trucked to Las Vegas. Clearly the AEC had to con¬ 
trol the situation. The monitor in St. George and 
the AEC men consulted, but still did nothing. 

After the two-hour danger period had passed, the 
AEC issued an “all clear,” and St. George went 
back to normal. The cloud had passed over, and 
residents believed there had been no danger. 

By evening St. George was a dangerously radioac¬ 
tive area. The average monitored air concentration 
of radioactivity was five times higher than any level 
ever encountered in an inhabited area within two 
hundred miles of the test site. And the radioactivity 
was not contained because contaminated milk was 
moving to Las Vegas. The AEC understood the 
problem, but defined it this way: what is the cost of 
adverse publicity to the nuclear testing program? 
To warn St. George of its danger and recall the con¬ 
taminated milk might bring undue alarm. The AEC 
solved the problem by ignoring radiation readings 
and allowing the milk to be distributed. 

The cloud from Harry continued to drift east¬ 
ward, and it passed over other small towns and 
farmlands. The fallout dusted cars, lawns, houses, 
and people. Particles of radioactive metals and 
debris drifted to the freshly tilled soil, plants, and 
grazing pastures. “Dirty Harry” was now part of the 
local food chain, and its radionuclides would even¬ 
tually come to rest on the tables of people. Contam¬ 
ination already was in the milk. 

My father, outdoorsman and always robustly 
healthy, was one of the first of many of our towns- 
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people to die of leukemia. He was forty-eight years 
old. My little sister died at age thirty, cause unde 
termined. Entire families in this Mormon communi 
ty have fallen to cancer and other degenerative dis¬ 
eases. One of my father’s friends, Elmer Pickett, 
buried eleven members of his family. 

There have been other health problems in our 
family. Not one of us, including me, has not had 
some serious illness to learn to live with. 


Grable—Not Betty 

And the military displayed a complacency bordering on 
recklessness about the hazards of aboveground testing. 
Civilian officials and the media are rarely eager to confront 
the military with charges of having made mistakes—yet 
mistakes there have certainly been. 

—David E. Lilienthal, Chairman 
Atomic Energy Commission 
1950 

Harry was Livermore’s first success in the nuclear arena. The 
1953 continental series in Nevada provided an invaluable 
learning experience for the laboratory’s youthful scientists 
Still to come was the most exciting event of the 1953 tests, 
shot Grable, which saw the world’s first atomic projectile 
fired from a 280 mm cannon. The new artillery piece, able to 
fire either a conventional round or an atomic projectile, was 
successful in its first and only atomic attempt. Intended to 
destroy otherwise invulnerable fortifications and turn back 
the massed advances of communist troops, the cannon lata 
was moved to the Far East, where it was an effective psycho 
logical weapon that helped end the war. Samuel Cohn, 
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ttvolved in nuclear weapons design at the Rand Corporation, 
aid in 1980 that “Grable was an antipersonnel device achiev- 
iic its effect through prompt nuclear radiation. The biologi- 
ll effects of radiation were sufficiently well understood to 
<|| 0W anyone to make the deduction that Grable was an anti¬ 
personnel weapon.” _ , . 

Fifteen minutes before Grable’s firing at Frenchman Fla , 
irventy-five military physicians knelt in a sandbagged open 
bunker twenty-five hundred yards from where the 15-kiloton 
projectile was to explode. The doctors prepared themselves 
n the moment of detonation approached. One of them 
innembers: 

We were told to keep our back to the blast during 
the actual detonation. As soon as we heard the 
explosion, we were to turn around and witness the 
fireball ascending into the sky. We were told to run 
to within fifty yards of ground zero after that and 
retrieve food, water, and munitions samples that 
had been placed there. After we collected the spec¬ 
imens, the material was to be sent to a laboratory for 
evaluation of radiation and thermal effects. 

At precisely 8:30 a.m. on a clear desert day, the physician s 
experiences began: 

Following the countdown to “one” there was a bril¬ 
liant flash that I saw with my back turned to the 
blast and with my hands covering my eyes. I even 
saw the bones in my fingers. I felt intense heat on 
the back of my neck. When I turned around and 
opened my eyes, I was partially blinded by a light 
many times brighter than the sun. I think I turned 
around too soon, because I was blinded temporarily 
by watching the glowing fireball. Within seconds, 
all of us, as we had been instructed, began running 
toward ground zero to collect our specimens. I went 
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all the way, and because I loved to run and was fas¬ 
ter than my companions, I was the first to arrive at 
the fifty-yard marker. 

Why would trained physicians expose themselves to sue li 
radiation? “Believe it or not, we didn’t know the danger o| 
what we were doing,” said the doctor. "No one told us.” 

The doctor will never know how much exposure li< 
received because he was not even issued a film badge. Hh 
experience is typical of that of many military nuclear wean 
ons test participants. However, the designers of the nuclcai 
devices knew what they were detonating. These men usually 
watched the explosions from ten to twelve miles away and 
they were always upwind from the blast. The military parti, 
ipants, under the control of the Defense Department, weir 
sent rushing into dangerously contaminated areas shortly 
after a blast. The emphasis was on the elimination of fear and 
participants were encouraged to have a “love affair” with the 
bomb. 

Within ten years after the physician’s rush to ground zero, 
he developed neuromuscular problems and dimming vision 
Today he is totally paralyzed and partially blinded by 
advanced cataracts. 


Hot Spots and the Unexpected 

1 want to know. I want to know it the atomic tests killed mv 
mother. 7 

—Tim Barker 
son of Susan Hayward 


i he megaton range could not be tested in Nevada. To the east 

8 'I the continental testing area, in a place called Snow 
linnyon, producer Dick Powell assembled a cast of two 
hundred twenty from Hollywood to film The Conqueror. 
Among the stars were John Wayne, Susan Hayward, and 
Agnes Moorehead. In addition to the cast, three hundred 
rxtras, primarily Shivwits Indians, a band of Utah Paiutes, 
were hired to portray wandering Mongolians. Unwittingly, 
the production was filmed twelve miles from St. George, 
Utah, at one of the offsite radiological “hot spots.” 

During breaks in filming, John Wayne and his sons, 
Michael and Patrick, used a Geiger counter on prospecting 
outings nearby. Michael Wayne said afterward that when his 
hither used the Geiger counter and the instrument clicked, 
the Waynes thought the areas they were in contained some 
kind of ore. The thought of radioactivity from fallout never 
occurred to them, since they had no knowledge of the nuclear 
doud’s path. The cast and crew spent three months on loca¬ 
tion in Snow Canyon. When they went back to Hollywood to 
finish filming in a studio, they took sixty tons of desert rock 
und sand with them. The rock and sand were used to cover a 
large set in order to maintain the film’s scenic continuity. 

A statistically incredible ninety-one members of the cast of 
two hundred and twenty have contracted cancer, and forty- 
eight are dead, including Wayne, Powell, Hayward, and 
Moorehead. Shivwits extras have problems too. Many have 
died, and survivors live with the consequences of radiation. 


Tesla 


At the Nevada Test Site, 1954 was a quiet year. Nuclear test 
mg had returned to the Pacific Proving Grounds. Devices in 


Today's shot, gentlemen, will be a 1.2-kiloton device. 

—Loudspeaker announcement 
Nevada Test Site, March 1,1955 
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Jim O’Connor was a nineteen-year-old corporal assigned .. 
the 232nd Signal Support Company, part of the permin,, 

panysetUD hTnSl'd^ 6 Te$t * ite - O’Connor’s c„, 

pany set up hand-laid communications networks from obscn 

wereTnked'? fidd switchboards - The switchboanl, 
nnct!J ? k d i - teIet yP e terminal that relayed immedi u. 
postshot conditions to an army command post located sev<, ,1 
miles from the blast area. O’Connor’s wire^eam usually ope', 
ated far forward of the trench lines from which the main bod 
of the troops observed the blasts. Often the wire team wav 
a planned detonation area the evening before a test. 

O Connor, who has an excellent memory, recalls Tesla: 

Tesla was one of those little shots. We were told it 
was expected to yield slightly more than one kilo- 
tom I was originally planned to go off on February 
25 but was postponed. y 

My teams location was twenty-five hundred 

hnS’ H r f ab *° Ut 3 mi,e and 3 half fr0m the three ' 
hundred-foot tower. 

My position was eight feet to the rear of the 
switchboard bunker. The bunker was eight feet 
long and five feet wide. It was covered by planks of 
wood with a double layer of sandbags on top I drove 
a three-quarter-ton truck that carried wire and other 
equipment. During the shots, I parked the truck in a 
sloping depression. I knelt next to the vehicle when 
the device was fired. I also used the truck as an 
emergency vehicle if there was a call for it 

ni§ht ,° f F f bruary 28 ’ a Marine Corps cap¬ 
tain sergeant, and twenty-four men arrived at our 

° ffiCer t0,d my first ser geant his con- 
r g ,! hadpermission to proceed two hundred 
yards forward of us. I thought those guys were cra- 
zy but who the hell was I to question the captain. I 
told them that if there were any problems I’d come 
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down to their position in my truck and help out. 
The captain then took his men forward and stopped 
the group about two hundred yards away. Those 
guys started digging their own trenches. You could 
hear the sergeant barking out orders telling his men 
what to do. I had seen two atomic explosions, and I 
felt those marines had no idea what was in store for 
them. I couldn’t believe people would come out to 
the site and dig their own trenches. Our trenches 
were dug by the army engineers who used trench 
diggers and the trenches were six feet deep. 

We spent the night out there awaiting word that 
the shot would be fired. 

O’Connor was kneeling by his truck when Tesla was fired: 

I was blown into the side of the truck. I was stunned 
and had a nosebleed, but managed to get to my feet 
and stagger out of the trench. The first thing I saw 
was that the vehicle had been knocked over and was 
leaning against one of the sides of the depression. 
The canvas top covering the cab was on fire. The 
bed of the truck was covered with sand and partially 
buried; the bags on top of the switchboard bunker 
were even burning. 

About that time Joe came out of the bunker, 
coughing and wheezing, and fell on the ground next 
to me. During the whole time we were together I 
never heard Joe say a swear word, but he looked at 
me then and said, “Jim, I am never going in that 
fucking hole again!” I grabbed him by the arm and 
pulled him up and told him we had to get the truck 
out. We started throwing sand on the canopy to put 
out the fire. Suddenly, my first sergeant appeared 
and started yelling at us to go help the marines. 
Hell, I had forgotten about the marines! I was con¬ 
cerned about the truck and myself. I was woozy and 
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kind o f weak-kneed but I didn't argue. I stopped 
what I was doing and ran toward the marines’ posi 
tion. Two or three other guys from my wire team 
were ahead of me, and we were all running fast. 

As I approached the marines’ position, I feared 
the worst. I didn t see any movement. All I saw was 

h!. a r?J°?l U -T/ nd 'T 6 Pe ° ple Wh ° were Partially 
buried. I tried to run faster and made it to the first 

pair of hands I saw. Man, what a fucking mess! All 

those marines were trapped. Lots of sand had been 

thrown into their holes on top of them. They must 

thing exploded d ° W " b ° mb *■» 

I had to pull one marine from his hole. He was 
obviously m shock, as he just looked at me with a 
ank stare and moved his head from side to side 
not saying a word. His helmet had been knocked off! 
We started pulling the others out. Some of them 
freed themselves, but there was mass confusion. 
They were disoriented and in a state of shock. Some 

° “ TiT ? Cgan walkin § back toward the 

switchboard bunker, while others moved in the 

direction of ground zero and the service road. Sev¬ 
eral sat in their holes and didn’t move 
I thought, What the hell has gone on here? 
Where is some medical aid for these people? I saw 
that the service road had been damaged by the blast 
and no rescue vehicles could get through. Finally we 
assembled the marines and led them away to a util¬ 
ity road. Some trucks came and took them off in the 

»d?did„T«k. did ,earn wha * happened ,0 ,hem - 

O’Connor and the rest of his team returned to their area 
and began cleaning up the debris. They put out the canoov 
fire, but the truck was wedged in the depression P 
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Three hours later, O’Connor became nauseated and began 
1 vomit. The next day, his nose bled for a long time and he 
irvoloped a high fever. He was sent to the infirmary, but was 
<lurned to the field within twenty-four hours. 

Why did the Tesla test cause such serious problems? Later 
'li,it day, the Atomic Energy Commission held its regularly 
• lieduled meeting—number 1063—in Washington. Com¬ 
missioner Murray asked Chairman Strauss, “Lewis, do you 
Imve any more information on Tesla?” The chairman replied, 
We saw flash results which appeared to be six times larger 
Ilian estimated. I hope there will not be anything like that in 
iiinnection with Turk” (the next scheduled shot). Commis- 
uoner Murray said, “The point is that it was four or six times 
l.uger than Livermore thought it would be, though Bradbury 
mI Los Alamos guessed it higher.” 

No one at the meeting asked questions about the safety of 
people at the test site exposed to the blast. 

Tesla, another Livermore experiment that exceeded the 
planned yield by a factor of at least six, demonstrated yet 
again why no human beings should have been involved in 
Mich unpredictable events. But O’Connor and thousands like 
him would feel the effects of more nuclear errors before atmo¬ 
spheric testing would end. 


The Other View 

We simply are unwilling to concede that 3,200 of every 
10,000 test participants who die of cancer ... are [not] 
now developing the diseases that normally accompany late 
middle or old age. 

—Lieutenant Colonel Hartman B. Mowery 
Infantry Biomedical Effects Department 
Defense Nuclear Agency 
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For thirteen years, a civilian employee worked in the field l< 
the Atomic Energy Commission. Currently employed by • 
nuclear contractor, he must remain anonymous. He and ln< 
associates signed agreements before obtaining their top 
secret clearances. They were never to discuss their duties 
work with anyone outside their top-secret environment II 
they did, they were subject to a ten-thousand-dollar fine and 
or ten years’ imprisonment. Even his wife didn’t know wli.it 
this employee did after he left home for Nevada or t hr 
Pacific. He has since come to some specific conclusions aboni 
test procedures: 

Every time I saw you military troops leaving your 
trenches and marching or attacking toward ground 
zero, I thought the act was a clear demonstration of 
military thinking that was stupid as hell. If they 
wanted to see whether or not you would vomit or 
fall over, they could have done other things rather 
than put you in a contaminated area without protec¬ 
tion. You asked me if I was in Nevada during the 
1957 Priscilla test. Well, I will never forget Priscilla 
because I was caught in the fallout. After I retrieved 
my instruments near ground zero, I left the area 
immediately. I stayed in an instrument retrieval 
area for three minutes maximum—only long 
enough to get the thing, put it in a lead box, and 
hightail it out of there. 

On my way back to Camp Mercury, the bright 
day became as dark as night. The cloud from the 
explosion was directly overhead. All of a sudden it 
was raining white-gray ash. The fallout was every¬ 
where, and I closed all the vents in my car. I still had 
my respirator device on, because I was in the critical 
inhalation area. We considered the area from the lip 
of the crater out to a six-mile radius as the critical 
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inhalation area—an area where military troops con¬ 
ducted their maneuvers frequently after a blast. 1 
didn’t intend to allow any of the residue to get 
inside my car. The fallout stayed with me a long 
time, and when I reached Mercury I had to drive my 
car to the decontamination center. My automobile 
was really hot and had to be washed twice a day for 
four days, and even then after the washing the tires 
were registering a high radioactivity reading. 

The AEC always had an elaborate system for 
decontamination of both our vehicles and our bod¬ 
ies After we returned to camp we were checked 
immediately by radiological-safety specialists who 
went over us completely with a very sensitive 
instrument—much more sensitive than a Geiger 
counter. As soon as the radiological check was com¬ 
plete, we were then scrubbed with stout wire 
brushes and special detergents while still in our pro¬ 
tective clothing. After the scrubbing, we were 
hosed off. We then went to a second hosing station 
and were hosed off again. Then we removed our 
protective clothing. If it was still radioactive, it was 
burned and we received a new issue. 

After all that, we had our nose and ears swabbed 
to see if there were any radioactive contaminants 
present. Then we submitted a twenty-four-hour 
urine sample that was tested for plutonium and oth¬ 
er radioactive isotopes. The procedure for decon¬ 
tamination and monitoring of contamination levels 
was consistently thorough. 

We were not allowed a whole-body gamma expo¬ 
sure that exceeded 3.9 roentgens during a thirteen- 
consecutive week period. If we happened to receive 
a higher dosage, we were sent home for a while on 
emergency leave. The ridiculous thing is that the 
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military, who didn't wear protective clothing were 

mu°mf a fe“vel. d5Uble ** eXP ° SUre of our 

My Primary job in Nevada was to retrieve instru- 

™ f t hl S ’] 3Ut i 3 ? ano ‘ her assignment: I was in charge 
of the dogs. Before the shots, I would strap the dogs 

ers ThoiT T d W3llS ° f P artial] y concealed bunk¬ 
ers Those that were not strapped to the walls and 

ceilings were chained to the floor. After the shot I 

We haT thC b r kCr t0 $ee h0w the do § s had fared, 
e had a quick test. A psychologist who worked 

with me taught the dogs tricks. After a shot, we had 

the dogs do their tricks. If they could still remember 

rick, we spared them. If they could not, then we 

ageT Thol aWa h *5 anima,S had been dam - 
nVhiZ? 7 h ° WCre J dama § ed were destroyed 
right away and examined scientifically to determine 

the effects of heat, blast, or radiation damage. The 
other animals were put to sleep within three weeks 
and autopsies were performed. They were checked 
specifically for plutonium inhalation 

cerned ’ 1 W3nt y ° U t0 kn0W that as far as 1 am con¬ 
cerned, my superiors did everything possible to 

assure our safety, but it may not have been enough 

Some years after I left the field, I became ill and had 

my cancerous bladder removed. My doctor and! 

tried to get a pathology lab to reducemy bladder to 

was done Th 'l f° r P luto u nium - ™ never know if it 
s done. The lab kept the organ, but never let me 
know what was done with it. 

thS’ 1 S beCn 3ble t0 kee P track of many of 
the others who were there with me. About twenty 

people who were there are either ill or dead. I am 

field n ff ab ° Ut ° n u ^° Se who worked with m e in the 
field. It is very shocking when you think about it 
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Because I’m a conscientious person who believes 
our government, I decided to call the toll-free num¬ 
ber set up by the Defense Nuclear Agency in 1977 
to help people who were exposed to atmospheric 
testing. Since I wanted to be specific and factual, 
two of my friends and I researched all the shots we 
took part in—dates and everything. We even wrote 
down the dosimeter readings we remembered from 
various tests. It took us about three weeks to assem¬ 
ble all this information. Once I had it, I called the 
toll-free number. I couldn’t believe what an idiot 
they had on the other end of the line. He impressed 
me as some fourteen-year-old who had been bor¬ 
rowed from a local high school to answer the phone. 
Obviously, he had no grasp at all of what we were 
talking about or the information I was trying to give 
him. He kept asking me over and over again, 
“When were you tested, when were you tested?” 
“Tested,” I thought. “Tested for what—mumps, 
measles, chicken pox, IQ or bunions?” I tried to tell 
him the names of the tests I had been in, but he 
interrupted quickly to ask, “When were you 
tested?” I stared at the phone and my disgust grew. I 
hung up without giving the guy any information. I 
had wanted to tell him I had cancer, the names of 
the tests I had witnessed, and the readings that had 
been recorded. I wanted to help the government 
collect important information. Instead, what an 
insult! None of my friends who are sick called that 
number after I told them what had happened. 

If the government really wanted information, 
why the hell couldn’t they have put somebody on 
the phone who knew what questions to ask? 

I don’t think that anyone in government will ever 
admit that the country’s nuclear weapons program 
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was responsible for our ill health. In comparison to 
you military people, we were well protected but in 
retrospect all of us should have been wearing lead 
suits like the cloud samplers of the late fifties § did. 

I have one last thing to say: It’s a damn good thing 
wasn t in the military, because I probably would 
ave spent my life in Leavenworth. If anyone had 
ordered me to go to the close proximity of ground 

wnnldh^ \ a u Wlth ° Ut P rotective Clothing, I 

heaJ d haVC SHOt thC S ° n ° f 3 b ' tCh nght throu § h the 

From the Arkansas Post Dispatch of June 4,1980: 

The United States Government may be involved in 
a scandal, the magnitude of which would make such 
things as rampant influence peddling in President 
Ulysses S. Grant’s administration, the Teapot 
Dome scandal, Watergate and the Korean payoff 
scandal seem like child’s play. F y 

Thousands of U.S. veterans and civilians who par- 
tiapated in nuclear weapons testing eighteen to 

thirty-five years ago believe such a scandal has and 
is taking place. 
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Radiation makes no friends; it only creates enemies. 

—Jess Clark 
Atomic Veteran 

I first learned of Orville Kelly’s fledgling atomic veteran 
organization in August, 1979, when I heard Patricia Broudy 
interviewed on a Los Angeles radio program. She told how 
her husband, a former marine major, had been exposed to 
radiation during shots Priscilla and Hood—the same tests I 
had taken part in. Major Charles Broudy died of cancer in 
1977, and his widow said she believed his death was a result of 
his exposure at the Nevada Test Site. I phoned Mrs. Broudy 
after the program and she told me about Orville Kelly. 

At the time, my own life was falling apart. For several years 
I had lived with neuromuscular problems that no physician 
had been able to diagnose. By 1979, those problems were 
becoming progressively more debilitating. A four-day stay at 
one of the country’s foremost diagnostic clinics told me noth¬ 
ing. As far as the medical profession was concerned, I was in 
perfect health. But I knew something was wrong. 

There was no apparent reason why I should be feeling so 
poorly. Before resigning my commission in 1964 ,1 had com¬ 
pleted ranger, airborne, and an abbreviated version of scuba¬ 
diving school—three of the most physically demanding train¬ 
ing programs in any of the services. After my Marine Corps 
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years, I stayed in shape, running two or three miles a dav m i 
frequently playing long hard sets of singles tennis * 

. W u hen ^y neuromuscular problems became worse I eoi 

::To,T had ,m j ,y medicai »»&: 
LromuXdt^r reCOrdS tUIned up "° evide "“ 

Many of the physicians who examined me asked if I In,I 

r r 6 f n , !f P ° Sed t0 toxic ch ^icals. The only toxic sul' 
had ever been exposed to were those a/the Nevad i 

to the doc, ° rs - But ^^ 

b T ; r ,, though , that 

Then e i\ yearS 0Ur marna § e would improve, but it didn’t 
flat has' filled en h e s Prene, i r Wb °,? ^ IUns the busi ^ 

depressed. $ W ° rking ^ 1 W3S feeIin § quite 

So there I was—forty-three years old, divorced and no 
longer employed. But I was obsessed; determined to learn 
other nuclear test veterans were having the same kS? ' 
Physical problems I was. Finding them, however, was a fo n a 

r er £2 

^ fter talkl . n § t0 Mrs - Broudy, I got in touch with Orville 
Kelly in Burlington, Iowa—a place I had never heard of He 
old me he and his wife had recently incorporated the Nation 

fn At ° miC V — Which the y had fou n d ed 

in April 1979. The organization’s purpose was to heto vetor 
ans w h0 had problems caused by their involvement in nudear' 
testing. Kelly also told me that he had cancer and S many 
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NAAV members were ill. When I asked if any had undiag- 
nosable neuromuscular problems he said, “Oh my God, yes! 
It’s not uncommon for them to see anywhere from ten to 
twelve doctors looking for diagnosis and treatment with no 
luck.” 

We talked about many other things that day. This forceful 
person whom I had never met made a strong impression on 
me. He was already quite an authority on the problems of 
atomic veterans, and he let me know that we could expect 
virtually no help, either medical or financial, from the gov¬ 
ernment. The Veterans Administration, he said, was “the 
most insensitive of all.” 

He sent me an association newsletter. Reading it was diffi¬ 
cult and painful. I didn’t think of myself as a veteran but as a 
citizen soldier who had spent three years serving his country. 
I was reluctant to relive a period of my life that was over 
twenty years in the past. If my health problems were radia¬ 
tion related, I had no idea what I might do about them. I did, 
however, resolve to discover if my suspicions were correct. 


Something Is Wrong Here 

Fallout ...lam worried. 

—Major L. S. Stephenson, USMC 
at the Nevada Test Site after shot Priscilla 

I didn’t know much about the Defense Nuclear Agency, suc¬ 
cessor to the Manhattan Project. During the 1960s, it was 
called the Defense Atomic Support Agency; early in 1971, its 
name was changed to the present one. A fact sheet the agency 
sent me was reassuring. As far as official Washington was 
concerned, I had little to worry about as a consequence of my 
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exposure at the test site. The fact sheet also told me that pail 
of the agency’s mission was to help veterans. I decided lo 
write describing my Priscilla experience. 1 especially wanted 
to learn if the fallout that had drifted down on us after the 
detonation, burning a hole in my uniform, was anything to be 
alarmed about. 

My answer came on March 14, 1980. Although it was 
intended to reassure me, I became more concerned than evci 
A Colonel William McGee signed the letter, which said in 
part: 

The Marines were in trenches 4,250 yards from 
ground zero. Our records indicate that there was no 
fallout in the trench area. However, the shock wave 
from the trench area raised a large amount of sand, 
dirt and debris which was not radioactive. It is 
entirely possible that you and your battalion com¬ 
mander mistook this dust for fallout. Records indi¬ 
cate that the Marines visited the display area for a 
short period of time and then exited. Thus it 
appears unlikely that inhalation of radioactive parti¬ 
cles occurred. The low external exposures of the 
Marines as evidenced on the film badges, would 
seem to demonstrate the effectiveness of the radio¬ 
logical safety measures. 

The fallout plot that McGee sent me showed trenches where 
the colonel described them, and the path of Priscilla’s cloud. 
However, I had an official Marine Corps equipment display 
and trench-line diagram. Our trenches were thirty-five 
hundred yards—slightly less than two miles—from ground 
zero, not where Colonel McGee’s diagram showed they were. 
There may have been trenches forty-two hundred fifty yards 
from ground zero, but we weren’t in them. I remembered 
specifically and vividly that after we left the trenches Major 
Stephenson and I were in a rain of fallout—tiny particles of 
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that blew into our trenches was not radioacti . 

W* ** ^ h Te F The"b Z “ “spheric 

radiological-safety measures really amused me 1 1 never tor 
fng at his dKtrument’arui waving^ arm’frantically ordering 

radiological-safety measures; otherwise, he would 

become so alarmed. . ,, , s j nn ». see n or 

Here was I an eyewitness, being told I had not seen 

iHiiSI 

Freedom of Information Act to pry loose buried documents, 

been awarded radiation-reiaiea, bciv . 

first veteran to be awarded compensation without ha g 
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exhibited symptoms while on active duty. I answered qu. 

e 0 Do S rter 0 t U old my T** ?te ex Penences. Afterward , 

reporter told me about Jim O’Connor, veteran of the ,<>■ 

de^ada tCStS ’ 3 loCal man who has a seriou s muscle disoi 

The next day, the Kellys and I held another press confer 
ence in San Diego. As Kelly told what it had been like to be ■ 

nuc ea r test p ar ti c i pant , , watched the audience> f^ t ^ 

Shock, horror, and disbelief were mirrored in their faces A-. 

prevmusly, we asked for help in finding others who had 

^ ed t 0Ur ex P enen ces. A reporter for the San Diego Union 

ne^rh rffk ? r u 3rd f" d t0 ' d me ab ° Ut two men who lived 
nearby, both of whom had bone deterioration problems. On. 

had been a cloud sampler and the other a diver. 

told S K 61 t0 thC < f ° rmer diver> Char,es kerning, who 
told me his bones were turning to powder.” He had been al 

mwetok m 1951. His group’s mission had been to dive in the 

agoon and bring up instruments that measured the effects ol 

weeSer r a b n a e StS l The USUally did this within tw " 
J an explosion, as soon as the water was no longc. 

considered radioactive. Fleming had called the Defense 

Nuclear Agency to tell them what he had done and what was 

happening to him. The agency offered no help, even when he 

mentioned that he was the last survivor of his diving team 


Look to your health; and it you have it, praise God and 
value it next to a good conscience. 

—Izaak Walton 

Early i9S° was a particularly trying time. I kept looking fo, 
medical answers, going from one specialist to another I was 
changing gradually from Tom Saffer into “the interest^ 
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case.” I could find no physician in my part of California who 
had ever examined someone exposed to ionizing radiation 
from nuclear tests. None knew what to make of me. 

I became more and more frustrated. One doctor said, 
"Tom, I’ve checked you for the five thousand known dis¬ 
eases, and you don’t have any of them!” Another told me, 
"You’ll just have to consider yourself cursed.” It all boiled 
down to being told there was not much anybody could do. 
Whatever was happening to me evidently was beyond medi¬ 
cine’s experience. 

In desperation, I turned to the government for help and 
went to a VA hospital. After I waited for hours, an internist 
finally saw me. I didn’t know it, but he’d been assigned to deal 
with a special class of atomic veterans. The Defense Nuclear 
Agency had identified a group that had received radiation 
exposure of twenty-five or more rems at nuclear tests and 
advised each by letter to have a physical. When I was being 
processed at the VA hospital, they asked me, "Did you get a 
letter from the Defense Nuclear Agency?” I had not received 
the letter in question, but, thinking they meant the letter 
from Colonel McGee about Priscilla, I said I had. 

The VA doctor who examined me was arrogant and hostile 
at first. He glowered at me and snapped: 

This whole thing is a big waste of the taxpayers’ 
money. I’ve been ordered to give you men physicals 
and write these time-consuming long reports. The 
files will end up in a government vault and gather 
dust. Nobody, including me, knows anything about 
the effects of radiation exposure. Japanese exposed 
during the war are still dying, and nobody knows 
how long that will last. It’ll probably be another fifty 
years before we know about the effects of radiation, 
too late to do any of you veterans any good. 

He checked me over thoroughly, nevertheless, and as he did 
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he mellowed. We had physician friends in common and he 
lived near me. When he finished, he said, “Well you have 
problems but I don’t think you have cancer.” 

I asked anxiously, “What kind of problems?” 

vnn „ f n ’ 1>d rather not say because I don’t want to alarm 
you, he replied. 

I began to lose my composure. “Doctor, I beg you to tell me 
what you suspect is wrong. I’ve been to nearly twenty docto.s 
and not one has given me a diagnosis.” 

. 3? e d . octo ( !ooked at me > s*ghed, and said, “I think you 
have multiple sclerosis, maybe caused by radiation, maylx- 
not He went on to tell me there was no prognosis and no 

I dressed and left not really shocked or depressed. Most of 
all, I was relieved that someone finally had told me I was not 
imagining my symptoms. 

Once you’ve been told you have an incurable disease you 
have some but not many choices. One of mine was to explore 
alterna ive medicine, to discover if I could improve my health 

° C ° nVentl0nal treatment > since there was 
none. My other choice was to make every effort to find othc. 
atomic veterans who might have symptoms like mine. As 
time went on I would make considerable headway in both 
endeavors. The VA doctor was wrong. I did not have multi 
pie sclerosis. As for atomic veterans, there were far more than 
suspected, and many of them did indeed have symptoms like 


Nightmares 

These . . . things I saw, and a great part of them I was. 

—Virgil 
Aeneid 
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Orville Kelly called one evening in February. He’d had a let¬ 
ter from a marine who had been at the Nevada Test Site in 
1957, maybe at shot Hood. “I can’t tell you all he wrote over 
the phone,” Kelly said, “but I think you ought to get 
together.” 

That weekend I drove to Santa Barbara to see Israel 
Torres. A retired sergeant who had been awarded the Silver 
Star for heroism in Korea, he had been at Desert Rock with 
the Fourth Marine Provisional Atomic Exercise Brigade. 
Torres had difficulty moving around or talking. He wore leg, 
nrm, and back braces. He had lost most of his teeth, all of his 
hair, and his sight was failing. He looked much older than 
forty-six. 

He wanted to call me captain, even after I told him to call 
me Tom. As a career marine, that kind of respect had been 
drilled into him. However, I didn’t want him to feel our ses¬ 
sion was one in which a noncom was being interrogated by an 
officer. Rather, we were two former servicemen comparing 
our experiences. And his had been much worse than mine. 

This was when he told me the story that appears in chapter 
2, about how his trench line had collapsed at shot Hood, two 
of his men had been missing afterward, and military radiation 
monitors had dismissed him with, “Man, you’ve had it.” I 
showed him one of the products of my research, a July 7,1957, 
Salt Lake City Deseret News story that read in part, “A unit 
of 2,000 marines who participated in the test entrenched 
about three miles from ground zero withstood the blast with¬ 
out harm.” 

Torres smiled. “Well Tom, that may be what that paper 
said, but that writer wasn’t in my trench. I know different¬ 
ly” 

I read on: “Seismographs at Cal Tech in Pasadena, Califor¬ 
nia, recorded the blast one minute after detonation. Hood had 
the force of a large earthquake.” 

If that much force had been recorded four hundred miles 
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away, I told Torres, I was surprised more trenches hadn'i 
caved in three miles from ground zero. Then I got more sp< 
cific. “Israel,” I asked, “have you any idea how much radi.i 
tion you received? Have you ever tried to get your film bad// 
reading?” 

He had tried and gotten nowhere. “I wrote to the corps in 
November 1979, and asked for my reading,” he said. “Othcn 
in the brigade had gotten theirs, and I was hopeful. The coipi 
wrote back two months later, and I have their letter riglil 
here.” He read from it: “While no individual record of radi.i 
tion exposure at Hood is known to exist for you, the recorded 
doses for other members of Company ‘E’ ranged from 0.500 
to 0.980 rem, gamma. As a point of comparison, this range ol 
exposure may be compared with the 0.700 rem, gamma, dose 
received from a clinical X-ray at this time.” 

I added, “Israel, that’s interesting, because every membci 
of the brigade I know of has been told his film badge read 
ing.” 

Could the fact that Torres may have received a lethal 
radiation dose have been the reason his was “not known to 
exist”? 

Or, I said, something else might have happened. Many film 
badges at Hood were lost or destroyed. I’d been told that a 
unit from the Lexington, Kentucky, Depot was supposed to 
record badge readings. The unit never got to the Nevada 
Test Site or was understaffed. Marines were dragged in hap 
hazardly to do the film badge dosimetry. The tent set up foi 
them to work in was blown over, and badges scattered across 
the desert. If what I had been told was true, I said to Torres, 
his could have been one of the lost badges, “. . . or perhaps 
those of you who had high doses aren’t supposed to know 
what your exposure was.” 

Torres asked me what my own exposure was. I told him it 
had been one of the highest recorded at the shot, 0.960 or 
nearly 1 rem, and that I had doubts about that. Dr. Karl Mor 
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,-an was on the staff of the Oak Ridge National Laboratory 
during the 1950s and 1960s and spent considerable time at the 
test sites. He has said that film badge readings were inaccu¬ 
rate by as much as 1,000 percent. 

I had brought along several other items I had turned up in 
my research. I showed Torres a clipping from the July 1957 
issue of Leatherneck, the official Marine Corps magazine. It 
set the stage for other material I wanted Torres to see. Titled 
“The Biggest Shot,” the Leatherneck article said: Radiologi¬ 
cal safety teams were dispatched to ground^zero [after Hood] 
to check for radioactivity. There was none. So much for the 

official version. „ 

Then, another version of the story. I showed Torres a 
report prepared by a scientist who had studied the neutron 
dose at Hood. The report projected that the estimated neu¬ 
tron dose at 1,000 yards from ground zero after the Hood shot 
was “20,000 rads” (over 3,000 times our allowable maximum 

''Then I showed him The Radiation Safety Monitor’s Refer¬ 
ence Handbook, a publication dated February 1956. Used to 
instruct the military’s radiation-safety officers, it said, In an 
air burst the . . . neutrons reaching the earth . . • are 
enough to produce a lethal radiation dosage up to about seven 
hundred yards from ground zero.” So much for the Marine 
Corps assertion that Hood produced no radioactivity. The 
government’s own publications showed that radiation in fact 
was enormous in an area surrounding ground zero; an area in 
which marines were ordered to maneuver immediately after 

My brief dissertation bewildered Torres, especially when I 
reminded him that his E company had gone to within four 
hundred yards of ground zero to establish a helicopter land¬ 
ing zone almost while Hood’s echoes were still reverberating. 
“Why didn’t they tell us, Tom, he asked. JWhy didn t they 
tell us how contaminated it was out there? 
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I told him that we had not been warned because they didn't 
want us to know; that the supposed value of the military'', 
involvement in the tests would have been greatly lessened .1 
the public and the participants knew the dangers. Then 1 gut 
to the real point of my visit. I asked Torres to tell me the 
things he had written about in his letter to Orville Kelly the 
things that had happened at the test site immediately after 
Hood s detonation, and after his unit got back to Camp Pen 

dleton. He sipped from a glass of water and began his sto 
ry: 


I kept vomiting off and on after the exercise. My 
vision was blurred and I was in one hell of a lot of 
pain. My private hell began as soon as we got back 
to Camp Pendleton. None of my superiors would 
talk to me about my two missing men. I never had a 
chance to look for them. They put me in the hospi¬ 
tal because of my back pain and vision problems. 

I was having nightmares about my missing men 
and about something else horrible I’d seen out there 
in the desert after we’d been decontaminated and 
were in our trucks. We’d only gone a short way 
when one of my men said, “Jesus Christ, look at 
that!” I looked where he was pointing, and what I 
saw horrified me. There were people in a stock¬ 
ed 6 a chain-link fence with barbed wire on top of 
it. They looked like zombies, with deformed hands 
and faces. Their hair was falling out and their skin 
seemed to be peeling off. They were wearing blue 
denim trousers but no shirts. When we passed those 
people—there were ten or twelve—they tried to 
cover their faces with their hands. They looked 
more dead than alive, but they were alive! Good 
God, it was scary. 

While I was in the hospital I told my nurse what 


The Reunion 


I’d seen. She told me not to worry, she’d tell the 
doctor. The next day when he looked in on me, he 
said, “The nurse told me a most unusual story. 
What about those people you say you saw at the test 
site in Nevada?” I told the story again and he said, 
“That’s quite a story. We’ll talk about it later.” 

The next morning they wheeled my bed to a 
room off the ward. My doctor was there with a sec¬ 
ond one. They never told me who the other one 
was, but I think he was a psychiatrist. They asked 
me questions for more than three hours, trying to 
find out who was with me, and who could corrobo¬ 
rate my story about the people I had seen. I gave 
them the names of some of the other marines who 
were with me in the truck. At the end, one of the 
doctors said, “You’re imagining all this. What you 
say you saw simply could not and did not hap¬ 
pen.” 

The next morning, three doctors questioned me. 
One said he was going to hypnotize me and that 
nothing bad would happen. He tried to hypnotize 
me but couldn’t, and he really chewed me out for 
not cooperating. 

A couple of nights later they woke me up and 
gave me a pill to “help you rest more comfortably.” 
The next morning, they took me to the Balboa Na¬ 
val Hospital in San Diego. Later that day, they 
strapped me in my bed and wheeled me to a room 
where there were four men. The only one I recog¬ 
nized was a corpsman from the hospital at Camp 
Pendleton. There were more questions. “Where 
were you born?” “What’s your religion?” “What’s 
your rank and serial number?” I was nervous and 
uncomfortable, but I answered all the questions. 

Finally, one of them asked me what I’d seen at the 
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test site, and I told the story of the people behind 
the chain-link fence again. They told me I imagined 
I saw those people. I said I was telling the truth, and 
offered to take a lie detector test. They ignored my 
offer and went on asking questions. One of them 
called me a liar, and forced a large pill down my 
throat. I was still strapped down and had to swallow 
it or choke. I must have been kept drugged for days, 
because I woke up back at Camp Pendleton in the 
hospital. The day I left to return to my unit a doctor 
told me not to repeat the “bizarre” story about the 
people I’d seen. He said if I did, he’d see to it I was 
thrown out of the corps. 

Torres was glad to be out of the hospital, but he was in no 
shape to carry out the demanding job of a platoon sergeant. 
He was still groggy, nauseated much of the time, and had lost 
strength in his arms and legs. Back at Pendleton he became a 
loner, avoiding his fellow noncoms. He worried about his 
future and said nothing more about his two missing men or 
the people he had seen behind the wire enclosure. 

What had he seen? No one who knows the full story has 
talked about it, and no documentation has surfaced. But 
Torres is not the only one to tell such a story about what he 
saw while he was at Camp Desert Rock. 

After he got back to Camp Pendleton, his superiors 
couldn’t decide what to do with Torres. Soon he was back in 
the hospital, complaining of dizziness, double vision, severe 
headaches, and muscle spasms. Released four months later, 
he was told his problems were psychological, not physical. 
Within two weeks he collapsed and was rushed to the base 
hospital for emergency back surgery. As soon as he was able, 
he rejoined his company for the third time in the year since 
he had been at shot Hood. He had been to sick call and in the 
hospital so often that a doctor told him he had better shape 
up or his rank would be frozen. 
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Alarmed at the possibility of never being promoted again, 
Torres stopped reporting to sick call and pushed himself to 
keep up with his company. A new regimental commander 
took over the Fifth Marines. He ordered the regiment to 
make a hundred-mile hike with full equipment. Torres 
remembers the grueling march: 

I didn’t want to leave the Marine Corps. It was my 
whole life and had given me opportunities I never 
would have had as a civilian. To prove I was dedi¬ 
cated and physically fit, I made the hike with forty 
pounds of gear on my back. I was in considerable 
pain. The day after the hike I was back in the hos¬ 
pital with the same problems, only this time worse. I 
couldn’t walk at all. My whole body was numb. I 
had more back surgery. While I was in the hospital, 
my company first sergeant came to see me and told 
me not to give up the fight. He said he knew I was in 
such bad shape because of the nuclear test, but that 
nobody would admit it. 

He told me the two men I had not seen since the 
trench cave-in had died of complications, Their 
next of kin had been told they died during a training 
exercise. The Nevada Test Site had not been men¬ 
tioned. The first sergeant presented me with the 
Boondocker Supreme Award for having finished the 
hundred-mile hike. His eyes misted as he did it, and 
I cried. It was the last award I ever got from the 
corps. 

Torres was well on the way to becoming a shattered man. 
What his beloved corps had done to him meant he could no 
longer stay in it. He had been spending nearly 80 percent of 
his time on light duty at Camp Pendleton. In November 1963 
he was told he was being recommended for a medical dis¬ 
charge and assured that release from active duty was not due 
to any intentional misconduct or willful neglect of duty. He 
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was sent home on indefinite leave and, on February 1,196.1. 
permanently retired from the corps. 

He could have accepted what happened had he been 
wounded in combat, for that would have meant his career had 
ended for a soldierly reason. As it was, he had been injured in 
a foolhardy field exercise, a fact the corps refused to admit. In 
the aftermath of that injury he had been ridiculed and treated 
cruelly. A new form of agony followed discharge. Torres had 
a predictably hard time adjusting to civilian life, and hn 
health continued to get worse. The only advantage to bei'19; 
out of the corps was that he could keep trying to prove what 
he knew to be true without fearing reprimand or retaliation 
He was more determined than ever to confirm what he had 
seen behind the wire enclosure, and to discover what had 
happened to his two men. 

He wrote to his U.S. Representative, Democrat Richard T 
Hanna of California, describing what he had seen and asking 
for a congressional investigation. A perfunctory reply came 
back, assuring him that staff would look into the matter 
Torres never heard from Hanna’s office again. He decided his 
efforts were useless and gave up—for a long time. Sixteen 
years later, he decided to renew his campaign to prove that 
his health problems were caused by radiation, that he had lost 
two men to the bomb, and that he had seen strange, mutilated 
people in a stockade after Hood. He still got nowhere. 

I had listened quietly to Torres with growing amazement 
Was what he said true? If he was not imagining these things, 
how was I going to corroborate his stories? I didn’t know, but 
I resolved to try. We shook hands and I left, promising to 
keep in touch. 


In April 1980,1 went to the Marine Corps Historical Center 
in Washington, D.C., to study the unit diary reports of K 
company. After two days of looking at microfilm, I had traced 
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the company roster from June 17, 1957, to February 1959. 
Although I read each daily report, I didn’t discover any fatal¬ 
ities. I did learn that two men from E company had been in 
iind out of the hospital for several months after shot Hood. 
I'heir revolving-door stays reminded me of Torres’s. Finally, 
one was kept in the hospital until he was released from active 
duty and assigned to the Ninth Marine Corps Reserve Dis¬ 
trict. Further research hit a dead end. I decided to stop trying 
to confirm the fatalities, but before I did I made one last 
phone call. 

One of my former platoon members now lives in the Mid¬ 
west. When he was a twenty-one-year-old PFC we knew him 
«s an out-of-place young intellectual. When I reached him I 
risked, “Did you ever hear of any injuries during the Hood 
exercise?” 

Without hesitating he answered, “Yeah, two marines were 
killed on impact.” 

I was taken aback at this sudden confirmation. “What?” I 
asked. “Are you sure?” 

He said: 

Yes, I’m positive. They panicked when the thing 
went off and jumped up and tried to get out of their 
trench. This meant they were hit by the full force of 
the shock wave. The trench walls were collapsing 
and they were overwhelmed by rock, dirt, dust, 
heat, and the blinding light from the fireball. They 
died later. Lots of guys in the Fifth Marines knew 
about this. 


Only a Memory Away 

Doomsday is the eighth day of the week. 

—Stanley Kunitz 
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One document that would clear up the confusion about wli.it 
happened to the brigade at shot Hood is the after-action 
report. Challenged to produce it, the corps still has not dour 
so, despite a three-year search. Either it was never written, <u 
it was destroyed, or else it has been lost. I am puzzled by my 
discovery that there is no official report of the activities of tin 
largest Marine Corps Atomic Exercise Brigade ever assem 
bled. The three brigades that had been to the Nevada Tcsl 
Site before ours produced such reports. 

The brigade’s recommendations after shot Hood do exist, 
however. In the absence of an after-action report, they pro 
vide some background for determining what happened and, 
more important, shed some light on just how misguided and 
uninformed the military was about nuclear testing and its role 
in it. 

A major brigade recommendation was that future atomic 
field maneuvers involve “stockpiled”—that is, in the invento 
ry—weapons instead of “the scientific testing of a nucleai 
device.” All weapons detonated during the tests from 1945 to 
1962 were experimental, quasi prototypes, not weapons beinp, 
manufactured. Livermore Laboratory, which designed Hood, 
did not begin to stockpile weapons until late 1958. 

What the brigade recommendation was implying, without 
coming out and actually saying so, was that there had been a 
number of unexpected problems after Hood and that thus it 
might be wiser in the future to use weapons whose results 
were more predictable. 

This indicates that the corps may have failed to understand 
what was going on in nuclear weapons development. Since all 
the weapons exploded at the test sites were experiments, not 
demonstrations of already perfected weapons, the military 
could not expect to use them as occasions to develop tactics 
for a future nuclear war. That war presumably would be 
fought with stockpiled weapons, not experiments such as shot 
Diablo, which completely misfired. 
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The generals and Pentagon officials did not make the dis¬ 
union. They insisted that troops take part in events that 
1 »cd the test site as an outdoor laboratory for experiments in 
• liich literally anything might happen. The AEC understood 
t hr risks, and was reluctant to have anyone other than its own 
1 mined, protected people involved in the tests. The nuclear 
icntific community opposed the military’s remorseless 
Idcrmination to expose troops to radiation during experi¬ 
ments. All-powerful at the time, however, the military regu- 
i.uly overcame the scientists’ objections. 

Another of the Fourth Brigade’s post-Hood recommenda- 
1 urns was that all field-grade officers (majors and above) take 
part in future nuclear exercises. 

At times the corps’ nuclear dreams took on an almost Dr. 
lungelove quality. One guts-and-glory general was especial¬ 
ly enthusiastic at the prospect of using low-yield nuclear 
«lcvices as tactical weapons. He wanted to have a l-kiloton 
weapon detonated inside Camp Pendleton itself. Fortunately, 
I lie AEC turned down his request. Had the general had his 
way, people in Oceanside, California, the community next to 
the base, might well have shared the harrowing experiences 
til those living in St. George, Utah. 

The seventeen-year nuclear weapons atmospheric testing 
program was a staggering example of man’s inhumanity to 
man. The unwitting participants were fit and dedicated 
young servicemen—the nation’s finest. They never dreamed 
I hey were being used in experiments that would result in 
untold physiological and psychological harm. 

They were proud to wear the uniform and serve their 
country. They were placed at the test sites during a time 
when urgency to advance technology completely overshad¬ 
owed moral responsibility. No one needed to take part in 
atmospheric testing. The effect of nuclear detonations on 
people and equipment could have been determined as well— 
better—by evaluating data gathered by instruments at the 
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test sites in laboratories afterward. As Dr. Gerald Johnson li e. 
said, “It was an environment where no one should have been 
present except people who were trained and protected, 
people who were thoroughly schooled and who knew the 
potential danger of their assignment.” 

A military exercise may fail without serious consequence , 
to the service involved. But what of participants whose live, 
are abruptly and permanently ruined because of a terrible 
accident, or worse, the incompetence and stupidity of those 
in charge? After shot Hood, Israel Torres did everythin): 
humanly possible to pull himself back together so he could 
continue his chosen career in the corps. The corps, which was 
responsible for his desperate situation, turned on him, reviled 
him, and in the end would have none of him. After all these 
years, a last turn of the screw was finally to crush Torres: in 
August 1980, he learned that he has leukemia. Taps for anotli 
er career marine, sacrificed in the mindless quest for nucleai 
supremacy? No official has even admitted that his disease is 
radiation-related. As Torres says: 

I tried to make the Marine Corps my career, but the 
bomb changed all that. After I was given those pills 
in San Diego, almost everything went blank until 
one night years later, when I started having night¬ 
mares about those people I saw. Human beings 
treated like experimental animals. And I feel 
responsible for the death of those two boys. They 
were in my platoon and I led them into the trenches. 

The nightmares are horrible. Since the bomb I have 
been living a life of hell on earth. 


I cannot prove it, but I am nearly certain that we members 
of the brigade were exposed to one of the early neutron bomb 
experiments. As Gladwin Hill in the July 6, 1957, New Yod 
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Times put it: “The device was not a weapon model but a 
nuclear assembly designed to try new development ideas.” 

I was able to corroborate the story Israel Torres told me 
about the two marines who may have died as a result of the 
I lood experiment by talking to my friend in the Midwest. 

What about the other story? Was there indeed human 
experimentation at the Nevada Test Site during the atmo¬ 
spheric testing program as Torres says? Experimentation, 
I hat is, involving people other than the thousands of ser¬ 
vicemen who were needlessly exposed to the effect of the 
bombs? Sadly, there is a strong indication that there may 
have been. 

When he told me his story, Torres had no idea that anoth¬ 
er Nevada Test Site veteran had tried to bring about an 
investigation of a human-experimentation incident much like 
the one he had witnessed. Jim O’Connor, a California atomic 
veteran, was part of the permanent party at Camp Desert 
Rock during the mid-1950s. His nuclear human-experimenta¬ 
tion experience was even more horrifying than Torres’s. 

The night before a large detonation in 1955, O’Connor told 
me, he saw people being put in a bunker several hundred 
yards closer to ground zero than his position. Immediately 
after the early-morning shot, O’Connor tried to get to the 
bunker. As he got close he smelled burning flesh. When he 
was within approximately fifty yards, he saw what he 
described as a human being writhing behind the bunker. The 
man was in terrible condition, bleeding from ears, nose, and 
mouth. He was trying to tear away wires attached to his head. 
O’Connor was horrified and started to leave, but, overcome 
by heat from the bomb, he partially collapsed. 

Soon he was jerked upright by two men wearing protective 
radex clothing. They threw him into the back of a jeep and 
took him to the infirmary at Nellis Air Force Base. He, like 
Torres, described what he had seen and was given “calming” 
drugs. O’Connor returned to active duty three weeks later, 
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and can remember little that happened during the rest of his 
time at Camp Desert Rock. 

One thing he does remember, though, was that he was tat 
en to an army camp after spending a few days in the infirmaiy 
at Nellis Air Force Base. O’Connor was assigned to a psychia 
trist who showed strange movies to the young soldier. Jim 
recalls that each time he began to relate what he had seen at 
the bunker the physician would say, “It’s time to see a movie, 
Jim.” What movies! O’Connor states that first there would 
be a flash of a Disney character like Mickey Mouse, then 
Tojo, then Donald Duck, then Hitler, then someone’s moth 
er, followed by segments of the bombing of Hiroshima. 
O Connor saw these movies every day for approximately ten 
days. Today he believes he was being deprogrammed. 

Neither O’Connor nor Torres has been able to learn ii 
what they saw were human, where the “people” came from, 
or why they were there. For years, O’Connor has bombarded’ 
authorities urging an investigation of what he saw. He has 
gotten absolutely nowhere, and the event remains a mystery 
At one point, when he was pressing for an investigation by 
the army, O’Connor was told by Major Alan Skerker at the 
Pentagon, “Jim, we don’t know what it may have been. We 
can neither confirm nor deny what you say you saw.” 

In the years since, O Connor has more or less resigned him 
self to the fact that his mystery will never be resolved. He 
said recently that he wasn t going to talk about it any more, 
that people were beginning to look upon him as some kind ol 
nut. 

O’Connor and Torres have never met. The incidents each 
describes occurred two years apart. The two independent 
accounts do raise questions about the full extent of experi 
mentation carried on at the Nevada Test Site. The weapons 
themselves were experiments. Servicemen sent there to wit 
ness the detonations were, in a sense, part of a monstrous 
military experiment, although that fact dawned on them only 
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later. Animals—dogs, pigs, sheep, monkeys—were purposely 
exposed at the detonations. Is it possible there were wired- 
for-instrumentation humans? 

The entire scope of what occurred at the Nevada Test Site 
probably will never be known. It is in the interest of those 
who were in charge to preserve the tightest security—if need 
be, forever. 


Bob Alvarez and Howard Rosenberg have discovered and 
reported a National Aeronautics and Space Administration 
experiment involving terminally ill people. Nearly a hundred 
of them were exposed to high levels of radiation in chambers 
at Oak Ridge, Tennessee, between i960 and 1974. Rosenberg 
says the patients were told they were being treated with 
radiation in hopes of improving their condition. In fact, the 
tests probably were carried out to discover how much radia¬ 
tion astronauts could absorb before becoming ill or nau¬ 
seated. The project was financed jointly by NASA and the 
AEC. 

Another experimentation study began in 1955. Dr. Eugene 
Saenger, chief of the radioisotope laboratory at the University 
of Cincinnati Medical Center, was in charge of a project in 
which eighty-seven cancer patients were given doses of as 
much as 250 rads (roentgens) of half-body and whole-body 
radiation during a sixty-minute period. The study was carried 
out in the name of “cancer research,” but in i960 the Defense 
Atomic Support Agency, predecessor to the Defense Nuclear 
Agency, awarded a $650,000 contract to the Cincinnati 
project, to determine the amounts of radiation a soldier could 
withstand before his combat effectiveness was impaired. 
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A Public Statement 

You men . . . were victims of a stupid mistake made by 
stupid men. 7 

—Dr. Karl Z. Morgan 
Health Physicist 


rZL 9 ,r\! was mv,t 1 d b >" the National Committee f,„ 
Rad at,on Victims to testify on behalf of atomic veterans al , 
public hearing to be held in Washington, D.C., that Ap„| 

a , sked ‘ hal 1 s P el1 »xt our charges against II,r 
Defense Nuclear Agency and the Veterans Administration 
rhe appearance was highly unusual for me. I had never spo 
ken out against government agencies, and I approached the 
hearing with considerable trepidation. I actually feared eov 
ernment retaliation. y 6 

I had heard of people who had been threatened by the gov 
ernment because they criticized it for not adequately protect 
mg them from radiation and for not telling them the trull, 
about the potential danger of their radiation exposure. Oik 

2 ™ ? d , r T he had ?“ h an ex P erience while on active 
duty. In the late 1970s, while a chief petty officer in the navy, 

ene King began to have physical problems and he related 
them to his having taken part in a “nuclear experiment” oil 
Christmas Island in the Pacific in 1962. 

K ,% Sa ! d he was on an operating table in 1977 for a spinal 
block during a procedure to remove a growth in his colon 
when he became aware of three men standing off to his left 

dvS clothes y ' eSS “ d "° ted lha ‘ ‘ hey Were wea,in « 
One of the men said, “Chief, how much money do you 

sTd, fift V yftouS d d °" arS ' le " ‘ h0USand ’ tWenly ' Bve ,h °" 

., tnCd t0 j aiSC his head to Iook at the man > but one of 
the others moved to his side and held his head down. 
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The questioner repeated, “How much money do you 
want?” 

King answered, “I don’t want one damn cent! What I want 
is for you to admit that radiation caused the problems that are 
forcing me to retire early.” 

The unidentified man snapped, “That’s a very poor atti¬ 
tude. Are you sure it isn’t money you’re after?” 

King said angrily, “Hell no, I already told you all I want is 
I lie truth. I want an official admission that I’m a radiation 
victim.” 

There was a pause. Then, King says, the anonymous ques- 
tioner blurted, “Well, we’ll just have to kill him then.” 

At that point the physician exclaimed, “Not in my operat¬ 
ing room you don’t!” 

The men left, and a shaken Gene King never learned who 
they were. 

I also talked to Dr. John Gofman, who was threatened by 
the government. When Dr. Gofman agreed to become direc¬ 
tor of the biomedical department of the Lawrence Livermore 
Laboratory in 1963, he told the laboratory director, “I won’t 
take the job unless I’m guaranteed I will have scientific free¬ 
dom.” The director assured him he would never be asked to 
compromise his scientific or medical ethics. He was assigned 
to investigate and report on the overall effects of radiation on 
humans. 

Dr. Gofman completed the study in fall 1969 and reported 
his findings in a speech to the Institute of Electrical and Elec¬ 
tronic Engineers. He told the audience his study showed that 
all forms of human cancer can be induced by radiation, that 
there is a linear-percentage cancer increase per unit of radia¬ 
tion exposure, and that children are far more susceptible to 
radiation-induced cancer than older people. He also reported 
that his study indicated that the cancer hazard from radiation 
was twenty-five times greater than he or anyone had pre¬ 
viously suspected. 

Dr. Gofman and his associates calculated that if everyone 
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in the country were exposed to the then federally listed pci 
missible dose of radiation of 170 millirems (.170 rems) a year, 
there could be as many as thirty-two thousand more annual 
cancer cases. In other words, the smallest amount of low-level 
ionizing radiation not only could cause cancer but undoubl 
edly would. 

Three weeks later Dr. Gofman delivered an expanded vci 
sion of his speech at a congressional hearing in Washington 
When he finished, a Joint Committee on Atomic Energy aide 
told him that the committee chairman, Representative Chd 
Holifield of California, wanted to see him. 

Dr. Gofman describes the meeting: 

Art Tamplin [a Gofman associate at Livermore] and 
I were taken to a special security-cleared room 
where members of the committee were waiting. Art 
and I sat at a green table opposite Holifield, who 
asked, “What the hell do you guys think you are 
doing to the Atomic Energy Commission’s pro¬ 
gram?” 

He then berated us at length. When he finished, 
one of the aides said, “Mr. Holifield, these are two 
highly respected scientists from Livermore.” Holi¬ 
field replied, “I don’t give a damn who they are. 
They’re going to have every little old lady in tennis 
shoes in this country up in arms against the AEC 
program.” 

I tried to explain that the AEC had sponsored the 
study and that I was sure our research was sound. 

The congressman leaned over, looked me in the eye, 
and said, “Listen, there have been lots of guys 
before you who tried to interfere with the AEC pro¬ 
gram. We got them, and we’ll get you!” 

I knew then that the AEC’s claim that it wanted 
to know the truth about radiation was completely 
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phony and that Holifield had become a creature of 
those he supposedly was regulating. 

Within two years, John Gofman’s research funds had been 
cut off and his staff assigned to other projects. He left Liver¬ 
more in 1972 and returned to his professorship at the Univer- 
»ity of California at Berkeley. 

Another incident was on my mind as I was about to testify. 

A friend had told me about a reporter who wrote an uncom¬ 
plimentary story about the Defense Nuclear Agency. The 
story said that the agency claimed that part of its mission was 
to investigate each atmospheric test, assess the radiation dose 
received by each military participant, and provide informa¬ 
tion to veterans to use in Veterans Administration claim pro¬ 
ceedings. It went on to quote a public information officer at 
the agency: “These guys, the veterans, are getting old enough 
so that they are just getting sick from being on the good old 
earth. Somebody has convinced them to blame all their ill¬ 
nesses on radiation.” 

After the story was published, the reporter called the 
spokesman and asked if he was upset over it. The alleged 
reply: “I don’t get upset, I just get even.” 

The incidents I had personal knowledge of, coupled with 
the government’s generally hostile attitude whenever some¬ 
one cast doubts on the wisdom of the atmospheric testing 
program, caused me to reflect long and hard before I testified. 
The evening before the hearing, I met Utah people who lived 
downwind from the Nevada Test Site, uranium miners, Mar¬ 
shallese, men and women who had worked at the Nevada 
Test Site, fellow atomic test veterans, and men who had been 
ordered to Hiroshima and Nagasaki to clean up and restore 
order after the bombs were dropped. I will never forget the 
experience. There were hundreds of us, all radiation casual¬ 
ties, representing thousands of other radiation victims. I cer¬ 
tainly found myself among my peers. 
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There had been speculation as to whether the government 
knew that the Hiroshima and Nagasaki cleanup veterans had 
been exposed to harmful radiation. This speculation ended 
when someone read aloud a story from a 1945 Los Angel* •• 
Examiner, quoting Dr. Harold Jacobson of the Oak Ridge 
Laboratory. The day after the first bomb was dropped, he had 
said: 


Any Japanese who tries to ascertain the extent of 
the damage caused by the atomic bomb in Hiroshi¬ 
ma is committing suicide. The terrific force of the 
explosion irradiates every piece of matter in the 
area. Investigators in a contaminated area will 
become infected with secondary radiation which 
breaks up the red corpuscles in the blood. People 
will die much the same way leukemia victims do. 

On Saturday, April 12, I was the third person to testify 
While waiting for my turn I listened to Elizabeth Catalan 
and Preston Truman tell the sad stories of deaths and ill 
nesses in their families. Both lived downwind from the 
Nevada Test Site as children. 

Now it was my turn. I was introduced by the chairman. 
Harvard professor Everett Mendlesohn. I sat behind a small 
table covered with microphones and tried to see the audience 
through the glare of television lights. I knew the hearings 
were being broadcast live by public radio, and I wondered 
exactly who would be listening. 

I spent the first few minutes telling about my experiences 
at the Priscilla and Hood shots, and then I briefly described 
my current physical problems. I explained that atomic vetei 
ans had had no government help and told about Defense 
Nuclear Agency and Veterans Administration hostility 
toward us. I said that, despite two congressional hearings 
dealing with our exposure at the test sites, nothing positive 
had happened. 
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After eight or nine minutes, I came to the part of my pre¬ 
sentation that I hoped would have the greatest impact. I had a 
letter to Orville Kelly from Dr. Irwin Bross, director of the 
Biostatistics Laboratory at the Roswell Park Memorial Insti- 
Inte in Buffalo, an authority on the health effects of ionizing 
radiation. I said, “Is it any wonder atomic veterans are upset, 
why we feel we are used, and why we are angered by the 
abuses we suffer? We have asked ourselves and others many, 
many times why this stonewalling and coverup is occurring, 
and I think we finally have at least a partial answer.” Then I 
lead from Dr. Bross’s letter: 

As you probably know, it is in the record that Pres¬ 
ident Eisenhower made a decision in 1955 setting a 
policy of deliberately confusing the public on the 
hazards of fallout and ionizing radiation exposure. 

The cornerstone of the policy was official sanction 
for the myth that low-level ionizing radiation was 
harmless. This myth has been official policy now for 
twenty-five years and is still the theme of the LiBas- 
si Report [Report of the Interagency Task Force on 
the Health Effects of Ionizing Radiation, June 1979 ]- 
From firsthand experience with how this report was 
produced, I believe that it was deliberately fabri¬ 
cated with the express purpose of blocking compen¬ 
sation claims for the victims of low-level radiation. 

It is a false and fraudulent imitation of a scientific 
document. It is now being used for its intended pur¬ 
pose. This means you are not up against a difference 
of opinion, or even ignorance of radiation effects. 
Basically, you are up against the full force and 
majesty of the United States government and of the 
scientific establishment supported by this govern¬ 
ment. It is sad indeed that the harmless myth which 
has served to protect weapons testing programs is 
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now being used to balance the federal budget, by 
denying fair compensation claims to the veterans 
and others exposed to low-level radiation. 

Dr. Bross’s statement—my “bombshell”—caused a notice 
able stir in the audience. People had been silent, but now 
there were gasps and whispers. I finished with my own 
thoughts. I concluded: 

The injustice continues. It is long past the time to 
reverse the injustice. There is not one atomic veter¬ 
an who does not love his country or who would not 
put on the uniform again to defend it. But we men 
who should have been decorated for our valor in 
doing what we were forced to do are dying as 
rejected and forgotten persons. We are the living 
and dying examples of the effects of nuclear testing 
and exposure to low-level ionizing radiation. Unfor¬ 
tunately, time is not on our side, because one day 
our voices will be stilled and quieted by our deaths. 

We cannot reverse what happened; we only pray 
and insist that it never happen again. What has 
become of this nation that extolls humanitarianism 
as a way of life? The situation of the atomic veteran 
is indeed tragic; it is a national disgrace. 

When I finished I went to a small room near the stage. I 
was sipping a soft drink when someone handed me a call in,; 
card and said a visitor wanted to see me. I read the name and 
title and saw the man was a special assistant to the general 
counsel of the Veterans Administration. I thought, “Uh-oli. 
here it comes. The VA’s after me already, and here I jus! 
finished my speech. They sure didn’t waste any time.” I 
expected to be confronted by an angry official who would 
lash into me because I had criticized the agency. But after w<- 
shook hands, he surprised me. 
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“Tom,” he said, “I’m Timothy Craig, and Max [Max Cle- 
land, then administrator of the Veterans Administration] 
asked me to tell you he’s sorry he couldn’t be here today. I 
must tell you I understand the frustration you atomic veter¬ 
ans feel. Frankly, I don’t think our agency is the right group 
to be reviewing radiation claims because we don’t know 
enough about them.” 

“Then who should review the claims?” I asked. 

“Some independent professionals who are familiar with the 
medical aspects of radiation exposure. What you need is a 
change in legislation to create an independent review group. 
If I were you, I’d approach the Senate Committee on Veter¬ 
ans’ Affairs and try to bring about the change. I think Senator 
Cranston would be willing to listen.” 

I’d been listening carefully. “I’m glad you feel this way,” I 
said. “The way the system works now the entire burden of 
proof is on the veteran, and it’s practically impossible for us 
to prove that our problems were caused by exposure to radia¬ 
tion. All we can do is present the facts of our test participa¬ 
tion and that we were in a hazardous area. The VA then 
decides whether there’s a probability a disease was a result of 
the exposure. So far, you’ve said we could never have been 
harmed. Ninety-eight percent of our claims have been 
rejected.” 

“Yes, I know,” Craig replied, “but I can’t change that. 
Your organization needs congressional help.” 

We talked for a while longer and Craig left. I was surprised 
that a Veterans Administration staff member would admit 
that the agency’s system was basically wrong, and that if 
atomic veterans wanted help it would have to come from 
somewhere else. In the meantime, nearly two thousand more 
claims would be denied, causing painful deprivation and 
needless suffering. 

While I was at the hearings, I tried to talk to all the nearly 
one hundred atomic veterans who were there. Their stories 
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were sadly similar—exposure, illness, and denial. Most ol 
these men were my age or younger. Many told of the outriglil 
arrogance they encountered at VA hospitals. The mere men 
tion of radiation-induced illness meant you were either told 
you were “crazy” or asked to leave. 

One of the most pathetic stories was from a man who had 
been an airborne photographer during Crossroads. He was 
sent up to take pictures of the mushroom and spent houis 
flying around it as it rose into the troposphere. His camera 
was well protected, but he wore only a flight suit. Over the 
years his health had deteriorated. He could no longer speak. 
He sat in a wheelchair; his head hung to one side and he could 
raise his arm only with great effort. A woman friend, who was 
taking care of him, said he was a “diagnostic dilemma.” She 
said he had dizziness and equilibrium problems, could nol 
stand, and had lost his voice the previous year. When they 
found the Defense Nuclear Agency’s toll-free number, she 
called and told the agency about the strange neuromusculai 
disorders that were turning her friend into a vegetable. With 
in a week, the agency sent a team to evaluate his condition 
“You know what they did?” the woman said. “They gave 
him an IQ test and left. But they found he wasn’t a blithering 
idiot. His IQ was one hundred and thirty-two!” 

One of the people who made a strong impression on me at 
the hearing was Dr. Edward A. Martell, a radiochemist at the 
National Center for Atmospheric Research in Boulder, 
Colorado. He is especially knowledgeable about atmospheric 
radioactivity and radioactive fallout. In the 1950s, Dr. Martell 
was on the staff of the Armed Forces Special Weapons 
Project. He said: 

We see cell damage expressed in various chronic 
ailments—premature aging, nerve cell damage, dis¬ 
eases of old age, paralysis, and loss of faculties. I nev¬ 
er realized until I talked to many of the victims here 
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how many remarkably related delayed effects they 

seem to exhibit. j 

With regard to my own experience, I didn t get 
exceptional exposure—only a few rads from the 
Castle Bravo series. I have developed all the symp¬ 
toms of multiple sclerosis. Now if this were an iso¬ 
lated case, let’s say it could be completely unrelated. 

But I strongly suspect a thorough examination of all 
the various nerve disorders and delayed effects 
experienced by many of the exposed individuals, 
expressed in a variety of nerve disorders—loss of 
faculty, loss of hearing, loss of sight, partial paraly¬ 
sis, temporary blindness—these symptoms are all 
associated with the expected delayed effects of pen¬ 
etrating radiation. 

The three days these radiation victims spent together was 
n deeply moving experience. Many realized for the first time, 
ns I did, that there are thousands of people who are victims of 
nuclear events. 

On Monday morning I went with a delegation that met 
with executive-branch representatives at the White House. 
We had high expectations. There to hear us were a member 
of the Interagency Task Force and a Justice Department offi¬ 
cial. They were apathetic, and it was obvious they were doing 
nothing more than paying us bureaucratic lip service. 
Toward the end of the meeting, an American Indian read a 
statement that had taken her weeks to write. Her husband, a 
uranium miner, could not come to Washington with her 
because he was seriously ill. I was appalled when the bureau¬ 
crats rose and departed without an apology, leaving her read 
ing her statement to a room full of radiation victim delegates. 
I thought, “Never in my life have I seen such rudeness and 
insensitivity, and to think my tax dollars keep these guys 
employed.” 
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i * l^ C i con ^ erence feeling heavily burdened. I had 
learned that there were hundreds if not thousands like me 
who shared my experience and my ailments. I was not 
encouraged to know that in that gathering there were many 
with neuromuscular disorders. I knew that if the government 
fw dld f conduct a study, it likely would be only of cancers 
that could result from radiation exposure. The Atomic Bomb 
Casualty Commission never mentioned or studied neuromus 
cular disorders among the Japanese, and its report is the 
scientific community’s model for subsequent inquiries. I 
learned afterward, however, that the Soviets had documented 
many forms of neuromuscular disorder that occurred after a 
uge nuclear explosion in an underground radioactive waste- 
storage area, irradiating tens of thousands. 


Washington I went to New York to visit the staff ol 
60 Minutes. I had called Palmer Williams, the senior pro 
er, from Washington to urge the program to dig into the 
problems of atomic veterans. After considerable conversa 
ti°n, he invited me to come to the studio. 

When I arrived, I met a sympathetic producer, Joe Wersh 
ba, who had been at the Nevada Test Site in 1952 filming the 
a mosphenc tests for CBS. We were joined by Williams, 
Harry Reasoner and Morley Safer. I laid out the issues and 
the government s attitude toward us. As I talked, we watched 
a documentary about Paul Cooper, Jim O’Connor, and 
people who lived downwind from the Nevada Test Site. I 
made the point that “60 Minutes” should not try to prove 
that our problems were radiation-related but should stress 
what happened at the test sites, interview Orville Kelly and 
others and bring in a Defense Nuclear Agency spokesman. 
Wershba seemed interested. I couldn’t judge Safer’s reaction 
Wershba was a gracious host afterward, showing me around 
the studio and introducing me to the commentators and pro¬ 
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ducers. In a way, my story surprised them. Williams said, 
"You look so healthy, we should play tennis this weekend.” I 
lold him I would like nothing more than to play tennis, but 
that he probably would beat me easily because of my severe 
joint problems. "It’s great to be told you look well,” I said, 
"but what’s happening to me is going on where nobody can 
see it—in my cells.” 

Two weeks later, “60 Minutes” began filming a segment 
about atomic veterans. A crew went to Iowa City, Iowa, to 
see Kelly, who was then in the hospital again. The program 
was broadcast on September 28,1980. It was well done, with a 
single exception: Vice Admiral R. R. Monroe, director of the 
Defense Nuclear Agency, presented an unrebutted “chalk 
talk” claiming that no more than a dozen of the two hundred 
thousand veterans who were at the test sites could have con¬ 
tracted cancer from the “low levels” of radiation they 
encountered. 

Dr. Glyn Caldwell, of the Center for Disease Control, 
should have had air time. The findings of his study were 
released in the October 3, 1980 issue of the Journal of the 
American Medical Association. Nine leukemias [the only can¬ 
cer studied] were discovered among 2,595 shot Smoky parti¬ 
cipants. That was nearly three times the 3.5 cases expected 
among a population of that size and age group. Two weeks 
later, “60 Minutes” read part of a letter from Dr. Tim Lee 
Carter on the air. Congressman Carter criticized the program 
for ignoring the only epidemiological study ever made of 
atomic veterans. 

I went back to Washington in June for more research and 
inquiries. I wanted to talk to the officer in charge of the 
Marine Corps Nuclear Test Personnel Review Board to try 
to discover what the corps was doing about contacting former 
marines who had taken pa: f in nuclear tests. 

Before I went to Marine Corps Headquarters, I stopped at 
the office of the Citizens’ Radiation Hearings to read trans- 


271 













Countdown Zero 

M^sLllTrrn^ 3 ^ ‘? ken With 3n interview done b y Kc " 

Marshall, a Crossroads atomic veteran. He had asked Dr Karl 
nn £! §“'! h ° had been at Bikini > wh y m en had been sent 
Morga“ d “M m,naled Ship! S0 Soon a,t “ the «Pl«ion. D, 

You men at Bikini were victims of a stupid mistake 
made by stupid men, but all the tests after Cross¬ 
roads were deliberately planned and conceived 
experiments with servicemen used as test samples 

c°hofogX mUCh ,hey C0Uld take physica ">' and p V 

■Jj '° U " d tha > ,0 be , an admission from someone who 
had an important role in the test program. 

in ater ’ ^ hen 1 v f ent t0 Marine Corps Headquarters, I talked 
to a captain who became keenly interested when I told him I 
had been at shot Hood He told me what I already knew: lha, 
the corps had never been able to find the brigade’s after 
action report. Since I was an officer in the brigade might I 

hadVaS the 1 h"™ C ° Py might be? He sa ^ d hc 

hfc\ rl d , the bn f de c °mmander, General Tschirgi, who 

Jlnnrf T? SCVera yea , rs P reviousl y> a "d asked about the 
p . he general could tell him nothing, he said. 

f u r ?f ° rt IS , 3 cntica * factor in a numbers game the mili 

asked ha Ce b ne e r n a l P T yi V at ° miC Veterans ‘ When the corps 
“W.H G k ^ SChir |' ab ° Ut he told me ,ater > they said 
in^ I ntS 1 6 y ^ 1110 prCpare for 3 congressionalhear 

hnked to thnri ri T S >>^T plaining that their i,lnesses arc 

ruarv d iQ78 h< Wf WCre in J anuar y a "d Feb 

uary 1978. Testifying, the corps said there were only 1 706 

maTa 5 , Repr T' ative Ca ' to pre « d « 

major at the hearings on the matter. 

Major: Sir . . . although the press release indi- 
eated 2,100; the after-action report [emphasis sup¬ 
plied] indicates there were 1,706. v 
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Carter: Are you pretty sure of that? 

Major: Yes sir, I am. 

The major should have not said he was sure, because he 
was wrong. On July 11,1957, Camp Pendleton’s base newspa¬ 
per, the Pendleton Scout , said: “There were 2,100 marines in 
the test.” And on July 5,1957, the AEC Office of Test Infor¬ 
mation—always scrupulously accurate—said: “2,100 marines 
immediately launched an assault on an imaginary enemy after 
today’s shot.” The major must have gotten his number from 
the Marine Corps Historical Center, which keeps records of 
marine units dating back to the 1700s. The center can identify 
only 1,706 men who partcipated in the Hood test. A staff 
member says, “We have no idea who the other three hundred 
and ninety-four were.” A major discrepancy could occur in 
identifying the number of atomic veterans if each service 
revised its figures downward. The Defense Nuclear Agency 
first said there were 250,000 military test participants. More 
recently, it has said there were 195,956. Its policy seems to be 
that if it cannot positively identify a veteran by name, then he 
wasn’t there. I have talked to many widows who say their 
husbands told them they were at a particular test, yet no 
record of their participation exists. One begins to wonder 
about the mysterious St. Louis record center fire in 1973, in 
which thousands of service records were destroyed. And then 
there is the elusive after-action report, which no one can pro¬ 
duce and the corps claims to be looking for. Somehow, the 
major was able to quote from it at the 1978 hearings. 

The captain with whom I talked also claimed there is no 
record of the marines who were present at shot Priscilla. A 
few hours before it, we were told we were there as “observ¬ 
ers,” which may account for the fact that the corps kept no 
permanent record of our presence. When I asked the captain 
if he knew of any marine fatalities at any of the shots he 
seemed surprised, saying, “No, I haven’t heard of any, have 
you?” I did not answer but changed the subject. 
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The day after I visited Marine Corps Headquarters, I went 
to the Defense Nuclear Agency to look at a declassified doc 
ument. While there, I spent three hours with Dr. Edward 
Still, a veterinarian and head of the Biomedical Effect 
Department. He had spent three years during the 1960s at 
Camp Parks in California. Sheep were exposed there to as 
much as 500 rems an hour of cobalt 60 radiation. Such a dose 
would ordinarily kill a sheep or a man within two weeks to 
two months. Most of the irradiated sheep at Camp Parks died 
by the thirtieth day. I had wondered how a veterinarian who 
took part in radiation experiments with sheep could suddenly 
become an authority on the effects of low-level radiation on 
humans. But Dr. Still had made public statements that no 
serviceman or civilian involved in atmospheric testing ever 
received a harmful dose of radiation. 

Dr. Still’s claims brought to mind what Dr. Edward Martell 
said about Defense Nuclear Agency information state¬ 
ments: 

What does the Defense Nuclear Agency do? They 
take film badge records, which are a measure of pen¬ 
etrating radiation, and they discuss the small degree 
of effect expected in the way of cancers and leuke¬ 
mias. Now most cancers and leukemias are caused 
by internal emitters—alpha contaminants, beta 
emitters. And so, the best way of deceiving all of 
you about the effects of radiation is to talk about the 
effects of one class of radiation when you are mea¬ 
suring the other. The agency’s fact sheet is a mas¬ 
terpiece of misleading statements about the serious 
effects of radiation of various types of carcinogens 
that you people were exposed to. 

Dr. Still also had made statements of how troop move¬ 
ments and film badge readings had been re-created. These 
re-creations showed, he said, that nearly all test participants 
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had received radiation doses of no more than .5 rem. 1 
that the Defense Nuclear Agency contractor which recon 
structed troop movements and radiation exposure : was 
Science Applications, Inc., known in the industry as SAI. 

SAI is a $i50-million-a-year Department of Defense con 
tractor involved in the development of advanced design tec 
nology for strategic weapons systems and in nuclear weapons 
analysis support for the Ballistics Missile Defense 
Command SAI thus is a big defensecontractorbeholdento 
the military for its very existence and certainly for its future. 

It is highly 7 unlikely to bite the hand that feeds it by making 
reports that reflect negatively on the Defense Nuclear ^^ n g 
cy or any aspect of the nuclear weapons program, including 

nuclear testing. . , r t 

Most atomic veterans aren t paranoiac-I know I m not. 
Yet sometimes we do get the feeling we re playmg against a 
stacked deck. That thought ran through my mind that day in 
Washington. The then-secretary of defense was Harold 
Brown, former director of Livermore Laboratories. One of 
the devices his laboratory had created, Hood, was1 being eval¬ 
uated for radiation effects by an organization that indirectly 
reported to, and certainly needed to have the goo wi 

Back to Dr. Still: I had no intention of debating him and 1 
certainly didn’t want to quarrel with him. I hoped to ask him 
specific questions that might help me improve my own 
health and perhaps learn some things I could pass along to 
other atomic veterans. I was in enemy territory, however, and 

‘ HoUhin. about my Priscilla experience and asked it I 
might not have inhaled some radioactive dust. The dust was 
notof a size I could inhale, he said. Yet I remembered reading 
an AEC report that went into detail about the fine granua 
sand at Frenchman Lake that created problems when bombs 
were detonated. What if I had yawned when I was three 
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hundred yards from ground zero, or opened my mouth wide 
while talking? I asked. Would that have meant a mouthful ol 
radioactive isotopes? 

“Highly unlikely,” according to Dr. Still. 

Well then, what if radioactive material had gotten into my 
body through my ear canals? After all, AEC people had daily 
ear and nose swabs to check for contaminants. 

“But they were in contaminated areas,” said Dr. Still. 

“So were we after Priscilla,” I told him. 

“How can you be sure?” 

“Because an AEC field man with an instrument in his hand 
came rushing up and ordered us to leave.” 

Dr. Still tried to cut matters short by repeating the party 
line. “Nobody ever received enough prompt radiation to 
cause any harm.” 

I wanted to know what “enough” was. 

Dr. Still took out a cigarette, tapped it on his desk a few 
times, and continued with the party line. “The Nuclear Reg¬ 
ulatory Commission has established a five-rem maximum 
allowable exposure for its workers, and your exposure was 
much less than that. If you have had extensive x-rays in your 
lifetime, they will cause more damage than your exposure at 
the test site.” 

The x-ray/test-site-radiation-exposure analogy is an an¬ 
cient one, used for years by nuclear apologists to reassure 
worried people. The analogy skips quickly around a proven 
scientific fact: there is no known safe level of ionizing radia¬ 
tion. 

I got absolutely nowhere with Dr. Still. As we were wind 
ing up our discussion, he seemed to be trying to calm me 
(perhaps I had lost my temper just a bit) with the govern¬ 
ment’s traditional get-rid-of-the-problem pacifier: a promised 
study. The Defense Nuclear Agency was going to fund a 
National Science Foundation study of veterans’ test site 
radiation. I didn’t ask when, but Dr. Still volunteered it would 
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begin as soon as participant atmospheric tests had been iden¬ 
tified which warranted further study. “Identified by Science 
Applications, Inc.,” I thought to myself. I said nothing and we 
parted. I went back to the public affairs office to try to make 
sense of the report I had come to study. 
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Countdown n. The act or process of counting backward 
aloud to indicate the time elapsing before an imminent 
deadline that will initiate an event or operation. 

—The New American Heritage Dictionary 

I had been hunched over a desk in the Defense Nuclear Agen¬ 
cy’s public affairs office—possibly the worst place to be, espe¬ 
cially for an atomic veteran—just before I got the news. I had 
called Lew Golinker at the National Veterans’ Law Center 
for help in clearing up a point. He seemed strained and dis¬ 
tressed. I asked why. 

“It’s getting so I’m afraid to pick up the phone any more. 
Always bad news. Two weeks ago it was Harry Copolla [a 
Nagasaki cleanup marine veteran], and today’s news was even 
worse. Orville Kelly died. Wanda called two hours ago.” 

(“While I was talking to the unctuous Dr. Still,” I 
thought.) 

“She said the funeral is Saturday,” Golinker went on. 

“Lew, this is sad news,” I said. “I’ll call you tomorrow and 
we can work out going to the funeral together.” 

“How ironic,” I thought—to learn about Orville’s dying 
when I was at the Death’s Nuclear Agency, as he always 
called it. He had trouble deciding which was the more inhu¬ 
man, the Veterans Administration or the Defense Nuclear 
Agency. 

Dr. Still, who did not see me, bounded into the next room. 
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( Did you hear? Did you hear?” he burbled to a secretary 
“We had a shot today at the Nevada Test Site!” 

He was beaming, and I thought, “This fellow is really sick. 
He thinks there s no harm when you blow one off undci 
ground, which of course is not true.” 

He questioned the secretary. “Have you made the press 
release?” 

When I walked into the room, he straightened up. “Doc 
tor,” I said, “I’m sure people in St. George, Utah, will be 
happy to hear the news that another gift of radioactivity is on 
the way.” 

He bristled. “Oh, no, we don’t have that problem any 
more.” 

“Well, I have a problem,” I said. “One of my best friends, 
Orville Kelly, died this afternoon, and I have to leave here 
now.” 

I left the room and headed for the lobby. When I was a 
short way down the hall, I heard the secretary on the phone. 
“Is the director still here? Be sure and tell him Mr. Kelly died 
today.” 

The Defense Nuclear Agency had every right to be 
relieved, for it would no longer have to deal with one of its 
most outspoken critics. It would soon learn, however, that 
there were plenty of critics out there to carry on what Kelly 
had begun. 

Orville s funeral was on June 28. Many people were there 
to pay tribute to him. He was buried with full military hon 
ors. A friend, Deanna Edwards, sang a song she had written 
for him: You re Only a Memory Away.” Thousands had 
been touched by Kelly. When he spoke, no matter what the 
size of the audience—twenty or a hundred thousand—people 
heard a simple, honest, hopeful, and supportive message. He 
taught each and every one of us to live one day at a time, and 
to make each day count. Wanda put it best: 
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Orville was my closest friend. I could listen to him 
talk for hours. He was the most incredible person I 
have ever known. I’ve never looked at life the same 
way since Kelly taught me the importance of a day. 
He changed my thoughts and attitudes toward life 
and people. He will always live in our hearts. I will 
dedicate my life to continuing Orville’s work in the 
association. 


The Nuclear Defense 

We are not in the health effects business, we are in the 
business of defense. 

—Defense Nuclear Agency 

June 28, my birthday, was not a time for celebration. Orville 
Kelly was buried that day, and we knew what had killed him. 
His death certificate read, “Death was caused by: Nuclear 
Radiation Induced Lymphoma.” Twenty-three years before, 
to the day, I had been facing the new dawn in the Nevada 
desert, waiting out the countdown before shot Diablo. I 
remembered that birthday, too, because I later determined 
the trench line I was in was heavily contaminated with resid¬ 
ual radiation. When two army captains rushed up to my work 
detail two days before the shot, while we were clearing sand 
out of the trenches, I suspected something was wrong. Their 
concern, and their peremptory order to put on masks, told me 
that. They knew what I did not know: those trenches were 
saturated with radiation from previous shots. My party 
should have been ordered out of the trenches immediately, 
but like the people of St. George, Utah, we were never 
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.^.ued. The officers were part of the permanent military 
party at Camp Desert Rock, which meant they knew aboul 
shot Wilson, detonated the day I arrived at the camp. I had 
not seen or been aware of the early morning test. 

The day Wilson exploded, there were only light surface- 
winds. The nuclear cloud did not dissipate as expected. 
Instead, the stem dragged at a low altitude and tilted slightly 
north of due west. Observers had to be evacuated from the 
control center. When the Reynolds Electric and Engineering 
Company carried out its radiological survey mission, which 
had been delayed for several hours because of heavy contam 
ination, the team got readings of 100 rads (roentgens) at an 
altitude of twenty-five feet. The bottom of the stem contin¬ 
ued to amble west, passing directly over the trenches used for 
shot Diablo. I referred to different maps and overlaid them. 
My party had been digging at a place that had received heavy 
fallout from a 10-kiloton explosion. 

When I found this out, I tried to reach the marines who 
had been in the work party. The Defense Nuclear Agency 
blocked my effort. Its letter said, “The Government is not 
required to undertake an unusual action such as this. We 
would not consider serving as a conduit for a mass mailing.” 
Would letters to the thirty-three marines in my work party 
have constituted a “mass mailing”? 

When I called on Dr. Edward Still at the Defense Nuclear 
Agency, I told him I had been in touch with thirty marines 
who had been at shots Priscilla and Hood. Ten had died of 
cancer, I said, and only two were healthy. “There is no sig 
nificance in that small number,” he sniffed. “Then help me 
reach all twenty-one hundred who were at shot Hood, and I’ll 
give you a full report on their present health,” I said. He 
refused. Later I was told at the agency, “We are not in the 
health effects business, we are in the business of defense.” 
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The Cornerstone 

Most exposures to Department of Defense personnel [ser¬ 
vicemen] during the tests were quite low—averaging about 
half a rem. 

-William H. Taft IV 
General Counsel 
Department of Defense 

The cornerstone upon which the Defense Nuclear Agency 
supports its radiation claims is the film badge that was worn 
by some nuclear test participants. Before 1957, everyone at 
the test sites was not badged. During the early 1950s, a single 
badge was issued per platoon, or a single badge per busload of 
troops. Film badges were a gamma film pack consisting of 
two layers of unexposed special film showing through a 11/2 x 
iV2-inch opening in the badge itself. When gamma rays 
caused ionization, the film darkened. Later, it was developed 
and the darkening measured. This information was then con¬ 
verted to exposure units expressed in rems. After a nuclear 
shot, the film was supposed to be developed under carefully 
controlled time and temperature conditions. 

When men were scattered across the desert and only one 
wore a badge, re-creating average exposure for all was virtual¬ 
ly impossible. Nevertheless, the Defense Nuclear Agency 
maintains that average exposure for military participants was 
.5 rem. The calculation has become part of the official record, 
regardless of its accuracy, and there is no way to correct the 
record. 

Another flaw in the use of Defense Nuclear Agency film 
badge assumptions is that most badges were covered by part 
of a uniform during detonation. Also, in most cases, men wore 
the badges on the front of their bodies while in a trench, and 
turned their backs to the detonation. This meant that gamma 
rays had to pass through a human body before reaching the 
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badge. Thus readings were diminished. Finally, badges were- 
worn at the time of the tests and not developed and assessed 
until sometime later, occasionally in a flimsy tent in the 
scorching desert—hardly a controlled condition. 

A comparison of film badge readings with readings from 
more sophisticated instruments would demonstrate film 
badge inaccuracy. On April 25,1953, Navy Captain Robert A 
Hinners volunteered to record the effect of a 50-kiloton 
detonation from a trench slightly over a mile from ground 
zero. He carried a high-range radiation survey meter, capable 
of measuring gamma radiation five hundred times highci 
than instruments used by military field radiological safely 
units. In addition. Captain Hinners wore three film badges— 
one inside his steel helmet, one inside his left breast pocket, 
and one clipped inside his hip pocket. 

Eight seconds after detonation. Captain Hinners took a 
reading from the meter. It was exactly 100 rems. The meter 
readings varied from 100 rems to 40 rems during the approx 
imately two minutes he stayed in the trench. His film badge- 
readings were: head, 12 rems; chest, 12.11 rems; hip, 17.12 
rems. The average radiation recorded by the badges was 
14.07 rems, only an eighth of the survey meter’s readings. 

There may be another reason the Defense Nuclear Agency 
maintains average exposure was only .5 (one-half) rem. In the 
absence of film badge information, the agency may have 
relied on radiation readings recorded by the survey meter 
used at the time by military radiological field survey units. 
The primary instrument used by these units during the 1950s 
was called the AN/PDR 27. Its maximum radiation-scalc 
range was 500 millirems per hour, or .5 rem. 
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The Veterans Administration 


What is the extent of the term “disability” and who is to be 
the judge of it? 

—John Dickinson 
Constitutional Convention 
August 27,1787 

On June 15,1979, the Defense Nuclear Agency and the Veter¬ 
ans Administration signed a memorandum of understanding 
to “formalize and improve existing procedures to ensure the 
most complete investigation of veterans’s ionizing radiation 
claims.” In fact, the agreement made denying atomic veteran 
claims easier. The Defense Nuclear Agency tells the Veter¬ 
ans Administration the “probable exposures” of a petitioning 
veteran at a test site. This provides the Veterans Administra¬ 
tion with a factual pretext to deny the claim. It does this, 
making statements such as, “Your recorded or estimated 
exposure was ‘X,’ which is considerably less than the safe 
level established by the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, 5 
rems for workers exposed to radiation. The causation has not 
been established; therefore, service connection is denied.” 
Or, the agency may say, “Your disease is not one of the select¬ 
ed diseases that could be caused by high doses of radiation 
exposure. Therefore, your claim is denied.” 

The Defense Nuclear Agency or the Veterans Administra¬ 
tion has not taken the moral issue into account—that a ser¬ 
viceman was exposed to a deadly carcinogen without his 
knowledge or consent. What most veterans who file claims 
do not realize is that there may be a conspiracy to deny their 
claims. Speaking at a seminar, Dr. Rosalie Bertell discussed 
illnesses that can result from radiation exposure. She used the 
complaints of atomic veterans as examples, and explained the 
attitude of the insensitive Veterans Administration. When 
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she had finished, a man from the audience asked to see hn 
He introduced himself as someone who had served on .1 
Veterans Administration regional review board. The man 
said he had reviewed atomic veteran claims but was powci 
less to approve them. He said an internal memorandum 
established a policy that a claim be denied automatically il .1 
veteran had been exposed more than fifteen years before the 
date of his claim. For a claim filed in 1980, a veteran was thm 
denied unless exposure occurred after 1965, and all atom it 
veterans were exposed prior to 1965. He also told Dr. Bertcll 
that a claim for benefits because of a genetic disorder in an 
atomic veteran’s child would not even be considered. The 
man said he felt these mandates added up to a travesty ol 
justice and that he was considering resigning. 

Thomas Mancuso, professor of occupational medicine al 
the University of Pittsburgh, is a pioneer in industrial cancel 
research. Although the government cut off funds for his study 
of the effects of radiation on nuclear workers at the Hanford 
Nuclear Reservation, he was able to obtain private backing 
and complete it. The government was not pleased when In- 
found that low levels of ionizing radiation definitely cause 
cancer, and that the cancer risk from this type of radiation is 
at least ten times higher than previously suspected. 

At the 1980 radiation hearings in Washington, Dr. Man 
cuso said, “The veterans were exposed and exposed and 
exposed and they never . . . never had any measurements ol 
internal radiation.” 

Dr. Mancuso told Orville Kelly what he thought of the 
Veterans Administration in a letter in 1978: 

What I believe had occurred in the veterans’ claims 
procedure is the application of an older concept 
which was generated many years ago in the design 
of the claim form. This form was predicated on the 
immediate observable cause-and-effect relationship, 
for injuries and for certain types of illnesses. The 


286 


Countdown Zero 


introduction of weapons testing marked the intro¬ 
duction of another type of soldier exposure; the 
exposure to ionizing radiation, which the soldiers 
cannot see, smell or feel and whose effects most 
often occur after a great many years. Similarly, sol¬ 
diers exposed to chemicals either in peace or war 
may sustain long-term delayed cancer effects. These 
are usually referred to as the “silent killers.” 

The point being made is that the long-term 
delayed effects such as cancer from radiation were 
not recognized in the drafting of the specific criteria 
for a veteran in the filing of a compensation 
claim. 

Consequently, the veteran claim system itself, by 
its very nature, has a built-in barrier against the 
recognition of long-term effects which occur many 
years later, because these cancer effects cannot 
become manifest within the short time period 
between the first exposure and termination of ser¬ 
vice or the year after termination of service. This 
recognition is even more difficult for cancers which 
occur within the body itself, the internal type of 
cancers. 

Dr. Mancuso’s point is logical, even obvious. The Veterans 
Administration, established in 1930 to deal with battlefield 
casualties and easily traced service-connected disabilities, has 
absolutely refused to adapt its hidebound policies and proce¬ 
dures to the realities of the nuclear age. It will not even enter¬ 
tain the thought that there is a new kind of veteran—the 
atomic veteran—whose service to his country has resulted in 
wounds that cannot be treated by first aid or conventional 
hospital care. Indeed, the wounds may not even become 
apparent until years after they were inflicted, and then in 
ways that baffle the most sophisticated medical practitioners. 
Dr. Mancuso again: 
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Since the illness occurs several decades later, there 
is no way to establish a link to prior medical records 
as required by the form because these records could 
not exist. Therefore it is unreasonable to deny a 
compensation claim because there is no medical 
record during the specified period when it relates to 
cancer or leukemia due to ionizing radiation. 

A Veterans Administration official has expressed the prop 
osition about as bluntly as it can be expressed: "Not until om 
backs are really pressed against a wall do we even begin to 
consider latent somatic effects.” 

Dr. Irwin Bross, of the Roswell Park Memorial Institute, 
has a theory about the obstacles confronting atomic veterans 
when they deal with the government. He expressed it in .1 
speech to the American Statistical Association in Houston on 
August 13,1980: 

Atomic veterans are victims of a technogenic dis¬ 
ease. Techno—“technology”; genic—“caused by.” 
Thus, a technogenic disease is caused by technolo¬ 
gy- 

Science and facts tend to support contentions of 
atomic veterans, but the political and economic 
clout of those determined to protect their vested 
interest is on the other [side]. . . . 

The federal agencies play a rough and dirty game. 
They don’t really want to debate us; they want to 
destroy us. . . . 

Someone high up in government has given orders 
that the goal of a balanced federal budget must not 
be jeopardized by the payout of large sums in com¬ 
pensation for radiation claims. 

The implicit assignment in the Veterans Admin¬ 
istration claims procedure has biased the decision 
against the veteran in order to hold down the pay¬ 
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ment for compensation. Thus, nearly all of the 
veterans have been denied service-connection. In 
practice, therefore, the “benefit of the doubt” has 
been pre-empted by the agency making the deci¬ 
sion. It is morally disgraceful to cheat the veterans 
in this manner. This issue should be debated on the 
real moral grounds and not on spurious statistical 
grounds. 


The Berkeley Physicians 

The loss of even one human life or the malformation of 
even one baby . . . should be of concern to all of us. 

—John F. Kennedy 
Address to the nation announcing the 
end of U.S. atmospheric testing, July 1963 


At about the time I was seeing a neurologist at the Univer¬ 
sity of California, two young physicians were completing 
reports that represented nearly two years of work. Dr. Susan 
Lambert and Dr. Henry Vyner, both of Berkeley, had volun¬ 
teered to study physiological and psychological disorders 
among atomic veterans. The National Association of Atomic 
Veterans had asked the Center for Disease Control to expand 
its study of shot Smoky veterans to include all atomic veter¬ 
ans, but the center was not able to do that. Efforts to persuade 
the Veterans Administration to undertake a medical study 
went nowhere. Dr. Lambert and Dr. Vyner were respon¬ 
sive. 

When I talked to them, they suggested I consult the same 
doctor who had diagnosed Jim O’Connor’s neuromuscular 
problem. It seemed we had at last found a neurologist in 
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southern California who could deal with veterans of the 
Nevada Test Site. O’Connor, a former professional race driv 
er, had been struggling with a mysterious muscle disordn 
much as I had. He had seen twelve doctors, with no satisfac 
tion. Finally, in desperation, he wrote to a relative at the H;u 
vard Medical School, who recommended a local man special 
izing in collagen diseases (abnormalities in the connective tis 
sue). O’Connor saw him, and after many tests was diagnosed 
as having a malfunction of the muscles caused by unusual 
enzyme changes in the blood. In time, it usually renders the 
muscles useless. 

Encouraged by doctors Lambert and Vyner, I saw the same 
neurologist. On my third visit, he gave me a tensilon test. I 
had a positive reaction, and he told me I had myasthenia grav 
is—an incurable, abnormal muscular weakness. I did not have 
multiple sclerosis, as the Veterans Administration doctor had 
told me earlier. Suddenly there were two atomic veterans liv 
ing in the same area who had been exposed to radiation at the 
Nevada Test Site, who were diagnosed as having muscle dis 
eases. 

To confirm this diagnosis, I decided to go to a University of 
California medical center to see a physician others considered 
the “neurologists’ neurologist.” He was an authority on myas 
thenia gravis and was on the board of the Myasthenia Gravis 
Foundation. I had more tests. The last time I saw him, he 
said: 

You have a neuromuscular disorder. I don’t concur 
with the doctor who diagnosed myasthenia gravis, 
but our tests show a definite abnormality. 

I don’t know what caused your condition or how 
far it will progress. There is no treatment, and I can¬ 
not tell you if it will ever regress. We will just have 
to watch you. If you reach a point where you can’t 
function, we have plenty of beds here at the hospi¬ 
tal. 
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Just don’t ask me to get involved in this radiation 
controversy, because I won’t. Consider yourself and 
the others from the test site who are ill as the few 
who sacrificed yourselves for the many who were 
spared. 

Then he asked, “Would you tell me where I can get copies 
of those photographs you showed me? [the Priscilla and Hood 
explosions]. I think the colors are beautiful, and I want to put 
them on my office wall.” 

I thought, “Good Lord, here I’ve spent weeks trying to edu¬ 
cate this man about the health effects of radiation exposure 
by telling him what happened to me. He tells me I have prac¬ 
tically no hope and charges me a big fee, but he’s more inter¬ 
ested in getting some nuclear explosion pictures. What the 
hell has happened to the medical profession? I sure wish my 
father [for many years a highly respected country doctor in 
Middleburg, Virginia] was still alive.” 

After this shocking encounter, I resolved never to see 
another physician. I was especially angered by the doctor’s 
remark that I was among “the few who were sacrificed.” I 
always suspected I had been used in some covert experiment 
without my knowledge, but I believed in my heart it was the 
Marine Corps’ gung-ho delusion that caused mistakes that 
needlessly endangered our lives. After all, the commandant 
himself, in 1952, said that well-trained, highly disciplined 
marines could withstand the effects of nuclear weapons deto¬ 
nated practically in their faces and continue to function. 

Being “sacrificed” was a different matter altogether. If I 
had been injured in Korea or even in Vietnam fighting for 
some ostensibly national cause, I could have accepted that. 
You joined the marines, after all, to fight and if necessary die 
for your country. But to be destroyed by an insidious killer 
because some eager, myopic hawks wanted to play with 
nuclear firecrackers was a different matter altogether, and 
more than I could bear. 
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I remembered the time in 1980 when Patricia Broudy had 
been on a panel on PBS television in Los Angeles.Twoothci 
members of the panel were a retired general and a colonel 
still on active duty whose specialty was civil defense. 

“What good was served when three hundred thousand 
men were ordered to participate in atomic weapons testing 
where many have died and others are dying currently as a 
result of their exposure to radiation?” Mrs. Broudy asked. 
Both the general and the colonel avoided the question by 
turning the discussion in other directions. She persisted, final 
ly demanding, “Would one of you gentlemen please answci 
my question?” 

“Yes, I guess we should,” the colonel said. “The experi 
ments were invaluable. We learned so much from them." 
After the session, he walked over to her and put his arm 
around her. “I’m truly sorry you lost your husband,” he said. 
“I just wanted you to know all of us have benefited from those 
tests. They were worthwhile, and the men who died were not 
sacrificed in vain.” 

Mrs. Broudy pulled away, looked scornfully at the colonel 
and shot back, “Well, I’m sure there are lots of widows and 
men with cancer who will be happy to hear that.” She stalked 
away, leaving the colonel with his mouth agape. 


Dr. Lambert and Dr. Vyner decided to study atomic veter 
ans because of the persuasiveness of three men: Orville Kelly, 
Crossroads participant Jess Clark, and myself. Clark put his 
case to them at a meeting in spring 1980: 


Ten years ago, atomic veterans were satisfied if they 
got treatment and some sort of disability benefits. 
We didn’t fully understand our problems. We 
thought they probably were the result of accidents 
or carelessness. This group of veterans was scat¬ 
tered, confused, made up of sick people suffering 
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from cancer, mainly. They didn’t expect to live 
long. 

Today, we’re dealing with survivors, veterans 
with disabling diseases that are not cancer-related, 
besides those who have cancer. All of them are 
aware that there was guinea-pig-type testing. They 
know that there were coverups, and that in many 
instances their problems have been swept under the 
rug. Many of these veterans are destitute, because 
they have lost their jobs. Many have lost their 
homes and possessions. In some cases, families have 
been broken up and proud people forced to live on 
welfare. Veterans Administration claims are rou¬ 
tinely denied. 

No one in the medical profession has studied or 
tried to provide relief to this outcast group. We 
won’t get relief without a medical study. I know it’s 
asking a lot of you, but if you look I think you’ll find 
a syndrome here. As physicians, you can perhaps 
save thousands from dying prematurely. We des¬ 
perately need your help. 

Clark obsessed was a difficult man to resist. Dr. Vyner 
began a pilot study, selecting twelve California veterans to 
evaluate. He chose men who had not known each other 
before the study began. It was not intended to be epidemio¬ 
logical. Dr. Vyner decided to evaluate the group’s psycholog¬ 
ical problems. In sixteen months he finished a paper, “The 
Psychological Effects of Ionizing Radiation.” Some of its con¬ 
clusions: 

Eleven of the twelve men studied have had a vir¬ 
tually identical psychological response to ionizing 
radiation. The similarity of this response amongst 
these eleven men has been so striking that it 
appears to comprise a syndrome—which I have ten¬ 
tatively named Radiation Response Syndrome 
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(RRS). The syndrome is a collection of adverse psy¬ 
chological responses to ionizing radiation that have 
been demonstrated amongst atomic veterans. 

Radiation Response Syndrome is marked by a 
veteran’s preoccupation with his physical illness, 
and a virtual obsession with (1) piecing together the 
circumstances of his own involvement in the 
nuclear tests, (2) proving that radiation caused his 
illness, (3) sometimes having to prove that he is 
actually ill in the first place, and (4) convincing the 
Veterans Administration and his family, friends, 
and greater society that all of the above is true. 

Vyner’s analysis of RRS also touched upon “identity con 
flict. A veteran who once saw himself as healthy, patriotic, a 
successful father and husband, begins to believe he is unheal¬ 
thy, unpatriotic, and unable to support his family. 

Veterans with RRS, according to Vyner, develop a “re 
markably similar world view,” which includes “anger at the 
government based on the belief that the government know- 
ingiy placed them in a dangerous situation and now is refus¬ 
ing to accept responsibility and “guilt over their anger with 
the government.” 

Many atomic veterans’ problems have previously been dis¬ 
counted because these veterans demonstrated what Vyner 
called undiagnosable symptoms.” But, he suggests, “reason¬ 
ably good evidence indicates that these symptoms may be the 
expression of previously unrecognized diseases caused by ion¬ 
izing radiation.” His conclusions: 

It appears that the atomic veterans are developing a 
whole spectrum of heretofore unrecognized health 
problems. The central problem is that they have 
contracted an illness that is not only misunderstood, 
but is probably beyond complete comprehension. 

As a result, they have developed psychological 
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problems and have been unable to obtain adequate 
medical care. 

Dr. Lambert spent a year examining atomic veterans, list¬ 
ing their symptoms and listening to their stories. These men, 
it seemed, had one common adversary—the Veterans Admin¬ 
istration. Her own anger surprised her, to the extent that she 
listed her thoughts in a paper: 

The Veterans Administration has clearly shown 
itself to be an irresponsible government agency that 
grossly falls short of a minimal workers’ compensa¬ 
tion system. 

In an attempt to exercise their rights for medical 
care and benefits in compensation for their work in 
the Armed Forces, nuclear veterans have filed dis¬ 
ability and death claims with the VA. In the face of 
disabilities that include eight different types of can¬ 
cer, bone and muscle diseases, cardiovascular dis¬ 
eases, sterility and blindness, the VA has denied 
ninety-eight percent of the veteran’s claims. 

The VA employs any one of four different argu¬ 
ments to deny a veteran’s claim: (1) Issue of causa¬ 
tion; (2) Disease not known to be caused by radia¬ 
tion; (3) Inadequate dose of radiation, and (4) You 
weren’t at the test site. 

The VA placing the burden of proof on the 
atomic veteran is asking him to do the scientifically 
impossible. 

The medical focus of the scientific and lay com¬ 
munities on the adverse effects secondary to ioniz¬ 
ing radiation is on cancer. However, there are other 
problems such as cataracts, atherosclerosis and 
genetic effects to be considered. To refer only to 
cancer deaths not only ignores morbidity data on 
cancer, but it totally disregards the quality of life so 
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insidiously impaired by noncancerous diseases. 

Why should the atomic veteran receive medical 
aid and subsequent compensation? The answer is 
simple: it is the only decent, ethical thing to do. The 
testing program was ostensibly to improve the U.S. 
nuclear weapons capability; having military person¬ 
nel present was human experimentation. These 
men were put through simulated combat maneuvers 
to test the psychological and military responses of 
the human organism to the nuclear stressor. 

In addition to the human experimentation, the 
government had substantial evidence in the 1950s 
and 1960s of the adverse health effects secondary to 
radiation. For over twenty-five years this informa¬ 
tion has been available to the scientific community 
and to the government. 

It is ironic that this nation in forty years has gone 
from splitting the atom to producing nuclear weap¬ 
ons of a capacity equivalent to twenty million tons 
of TNT, and yet we cannot demonstrate the matur¬ 
ity and the decency to compensate those men who 
suffer the consequences of such a technological feat. 

The VA shamelessly denies claims in the face of 
men who lived by and acted upon that very sub¬ 
strate that this country holds dear—patriotism. The 
VA is a sleeping giant—it is the second largest 
agency in government and it does nothing to benefit 
those who need the agency’s help most. The VA is a 
monolith of archaic administrative machinery that 
has little understanding of human suffering. 

On April 10,1980, the National Veterans’ Law Center in 
Washington, D.C., filed suit against the Veterans Adminis¬ 
tration on behalf of several atomic veterans. In Gott v. Cle- 
land (Max Cleland was then the VA administrator) the plain 
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tiffs challenged the rules presently used by the Veterans 
Administration in evaluating atomic veterans’ claims. The 
rules were promulgated after the Defense Nuclear Agency 
and the Veterans Administration decided what they should 
be. The atomic veteran plaintiffs argued that the rules had 
gone into effect without allowing the public atomic veter¬ 
ans, scientists, and others who might be affected or who 
might contribute to the rule-making process—to be heard. 
This procedure, they claimed, was a violation of federal law. 
In September 1981, a U.S. District Court in Washington, 
D.C., agreed, invalidating the rules and ordering the two 
agencies to comply with rule-making law should they decide 
to promulgate rules affecting atomic veteran claims in the 
future. 

Congress has paid some but not much attention to the 
problems of atomic veterans. Again, the deck appears to be 
stacked. Many representatives and senators are retired mili¬ 
tary officers, or are in the active reserves. This means they 
depend on military pay to supplement their incomes, and 
may be reluctant to criticize the services as a consequence. 

Also, the nuclear lobby in Washington is extremely pow¬ 
erful and well financed. As one retired representative put it, 
“To ignore that lobby is to commit political suicide.” The 
present administration gives almost blank-check support to 
the military; headlines regularly proclaim this or that mon¬ 
strous military buildup. With political currents running so 
strongly in the military’s favor, Congress is less likely to 
approve legislation that appears to restrict or reprimand the 
defense establishment. 

The bill that would most directly benefit atomic veterans 
is H.R. 1733, sponsored in the 97th Congress by Representa¬ 
tive Norman Y. Mineta, Democrat of San Jose, California. 
Mineta’s bill was originally sponsored in the previous Con¬ 
gress by Representative Tim Lee Carter, but it got nowhere. 
It provides: 
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. . . and such veteran suffers from any disability or 
disease caused by or attributable to exposure to 
atomic or nuclear radiation during such service, 
such disability or disease shall be considered to have 
been incurred in or aggravated by such service, not¬ 
withstanding that there is no record of such disabil¬ 
ity or disease during the period of service and that 
such disability or disease did not become manifest 
within one year from the date of separation of such 
veteran from such service. 

H.R. 1733 deals with several atomic veteran roadblocks, and 
would be of considerable benefit to atomic veterans if 
enacted. However, it seems destined for the legislative grave¬ 
yard instead. The House Veterans’ Affairs Committee does 
not seem disposed even to schedule hearings on it. 

Another piece of legislation of marginal benefit to atomic 
veterans miraculously became law. It is less significant as leg¬ 
islation than as an innocuous measure which provoked a para¬ 
noid diatribe of opposition from the Department of 
Defense—evidence, if any were needed, that the military 
establishment will go to any length to deny atomic veterans 
what they rightfully deserve. 

California’s Senator Alan Cranston tacked his amendment 
onto a routine bill providing medical care for Vietnam veter¬ 
ans exposed to Agent Orange and other herbicides. Senator 
Cranston’s amendment went a logical step further and 
included atomic veterans after he considered a written plea 
from Wanda Kelly, executive director of the National Asso¬ 
ciation of Atomic Veterans. Her letter to Cranston, sup¬ 
ported by fourteen case histories, had outlined the lack of 
medical assistance for atomic veterans. 

The wrath of the Department of Defense was awesome. Its 
general counsel, William H. Taft IV, wrote a letter opposing 
the amended bill and predicting that its passage apparently 
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would mean the end of civilization as we know it. According 
to Taft, the bill 

. . . creates the unmistakable impression that ex¬ 
posure to low-level ionizing radiation is a significant 
health hazard when available scientific and medical 
evidence simply does not support that contention. 

This mistaken impression has the potential to be 
seriously damaging to every aspect of the Depart¬ 
ment of Defense’s nuclear weapons and nuclear pro¬ 
pulsion programs. The legislation could adversely 
affect our relations with our European allies, impact 
upon the nuclear power industry, and raise ques¬ 
tions regarding the use of radioactive substances in 
medical diagnosis and treatment. 

Notwithstanding the Defense Department’s vision of Ar¬ 
mageddon, Congress enacted the legislation. 


An article in the magazine Science of May 22,1981, sup¬ 
ports the nongovernment view of low-level radiation. Physi¬ 
cists William Loewe and Edward Mendelsohn used a com¬ 
puter to reconstruct the radiation exposure of the Japanese at 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. They conclude that most of the 
cancer caused by the bombs was from low-linear-energy- 
transfer gamma rays. Their report strongly suggests that low- 
level ionizing radiation is much more lethal than anyone had 
suspected. If the findings of Loewe and Mendelsohn hold up 
(and their data has been validated by the Oak Ridge National 
Laboratory) then there is a totally explainable reason why so 
many atomic veterans exposed to supposedly low-level gam¬ 
ma radiation are ill. 

If a study were conducted limited to veterans who went 
close to ground zero shortly after a nuclear detonation, the 
morbidity/mortality incidence likely would be alarming. 
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These men were the ones who were exposed to air heavily 
laden with dust from the bomb’s explosion. The probability 
of inhalation of the dust is significant. 


To Tell the Truth 

The people themselves must take the initiative to see that 
they will never again be led to slaughter. To expect protec¬ 
tion from their government is folly. 

—Albert Einstein 

Although there have been many studies of what constitutes a 
safe level of radiation exposure, the exact level remains in 
dispute. Atomic veterans are innocent hostages, imprisoned 
in a no man’s land of controversy among military and nonmil 
itary technicians. Our radiation exposure should not be calcu 
lated by those who played death games with us. We can get 
an honest count only from a neutral public health agency. 

One of the greatest injustices ever inflicted on a class of 
Americans—the trashing of atomic veterans—will end only 
with a uniform compensation law for radiation victims. The 
law must wipe away the archaic standards that now allow the 
routine denial of radiation claims. 

The nation’s military budget is becoming a trillion-dollar 
mushroom, yet there is not a penny in it for victims of mili¬ 
tary technology. During the 1950s and 1960s, billions were 
spent to perfect more lethal nuclear weapons and try them on 
us. The Defense Department and the Atomic Energy Com¬ 
mission knew—and their knowledge is a matter of record,— 
that these monsters would harm the guinea pigs. Even so, 
these agencies married horror and its victims. 

Atomic veterans ask only that our government look us in 
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the eye and come clean with us. We did our duty when we 
were told to. We served in the valleys of the nuclear shadows 
of death-Hiroshima, Nagasaki, Bikini, Eniwetok, Desert 
Rock. The only products the military manufactures are veter¬ 
ans and casualties. It is inhuman to experiment with these 
products, play games with them, and then deny that they 
exist. Among radiation victims, only atomic veterans are still 
beating at the door. Japanese and Marshallese have been giv¬ 
en medical help, and in some instances they have been com¬ 
pensated for damages. Those harmed by the nuclear accident 
at Three Mile Island in Pennsylvania have won a $25-million 
judgment against the utility that operates the plant. 

Atomic veterans are the only class of citizens who were 
exposed to the effects of ionizing radiation from nuclear 
weapons tests who have not been recognized as radiation vic¬ 
tims. When veterans have used the judicial process to seek 
restitution, the cases have been dismissed because federal 
judges are bound by the Feres Doctrine, which prohibits ser¬ 
vicemen from suing the government for abuses or injury 
incurred while on active duty. Former nuclear weapons test 
participants have been denied due process of law. 

However, on November 9, 1981, a major breakthrough 
occurred that has given new hope to all atomic veterans, 
widows, and families. The U.S. Ninth Circuit Court of 
Appeals in San Francisco ruled in a 3-0 decision that Patricia 
Broudy will be allowed to argue the issue of “Post Discharge 

Failure to Warn” before a jury. 

Mrs. Broudy’s attorney, Ronald Bakal, delivered a compel 
ling argument in which he contended that the late Charles 
Broudy was never warned of the potentially harmful effects of 
his radiation exposure when he was discharged in i960. Bakal 
contends that the government knew the possible health con¬ 
sequences and that if Broudy had been warned of those con¬ 
sequences his cancer might have been detected in its ear y 
stages and his life might thereby have been prolonged. 


301 
































Countdown Zero 


In another case, on November 3,1981, the U.S. Third Cii 
cuit Court of Appeals in New Jersey ruled that Stanley Jaffee 
did not have the right to seek damages from military and 
civilian officials responsible for the nuclear tests. 

Jaffee is a Nevada Test Site veteran who developed inop 
erable breast cancer, which he claims resulted from his expo 
sure to radiation when he was ordered to stand unprotected 
in the desert and watch an atomic explosion. 

Although Jaffee lost the decision by an 8-2 vote, one of the 
dissenting judges, John J. Gibbons, called the ruling “affirma 
tively evil.” Judge Gibbons elaborated: 

That any judicial tribunal in the world, in the last 
fifth of this dismal century, would choose to place a 
class of persons outside the protection against 
human rights violations ... is surprising. 

That it should be an American court that would 
allow this to happen will dismay persons the world 
over who are concerned with human rights. 

The truth must come home to the American people. Now, 
there is only numbed public ignorance. It exists because few 
citizens understand the lethal dangers of radiation. The Unit 
ed States has some thirty thousand nuclear weapons sleeping 
in arsenals, standing at attention on missile launching pads, 
dozing in the bellies of bombers, and crouched in the dark 
bowels of submarines. They are the greatest threat to the 
survival of the human race in its history, but they are not the 
only nuclear threat. 

Few of us are aware of the silent winter, the final human 
winter, a chill season of reckoning being brought by the resid¬ 
ual fallout of the experiments that flung us around like rag 
dolls in the Nevada trenches. Fallout from those tests lingers 
up there, still killing people. Diffused plutonium has a halflife 
of twenty-four thousand years. It keeps falling, drizzling its 
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deadly isotopes into our food chain. A chip of plutonium 
size of a dime, sufficiently fragmented, can kill millions. 

Nuclear wastes from weapons production during the sev¬ 
enteen-year atmospheric testing program are still with us. 
And much more nuclear waste exists than that from the man¬ 
ufacture of these prototype weapons. Nuclear weapons have 
been turned out at an accelerated pace in the years since. 
Eighty percent of all nuclear waste comes from weapons pro¬ 
duction. Its storage and disposal, if disposal is possible, are 
ominous problems. Currently, some seventy-five million gal¬ 
lons of nuclear waste are stored. ,. .. 

“Stored” is a euphemism. The waste’s malignant radiation 
continues irreversibly for tens of thousands of years. Within 
thirty to forty years, the lethal stuff eats its way through any 
container so far devised and begins to leak. If it leaks on the 
surface, it poisons the ground and the atmosphere. When 11 
buried and leaks, it seeps into the vast aquifer that is the 
source of most of our water. The food chain cannot escape 
the venom of nuclear waste. Neither can marine life, if was e 

is disposed of by sinking it in the sea. 

And then there are nuclear waste explosions, whose possi¬ 
bility the government denies. Governments are sometimes 
deceitful. A supposedly “safe” nuclear disposal dump in the 
Soviet Union blew up in 1957. The Russians might as we 
have fought a war. Perhaps as many as sixty thousand people 
perished?according to the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency 
Mysterious diseases are ravaging the survivors, and a vast 
area of Russia has become a bleak nuclear desert. 

If the nuclear treadmill is not stopped, every American is 
well on the way to becoming a nuclear veteran. As civilians, 
they will not even be able to beg the arrogant stonehearts at 
the Veterans Administration for help and be turned away, as 

we have been. ... T ,, 

Researching Countdown Zero, I discovered things I could 


303 

















Countdown Zero 


feed mvtff d , n0t want t0 believe - Sometimes I i ma „ 
ined myself now confronting my earlier self, twenty two 

year-old Lieutenant Thomas Saffer, about to march into tint 
trench and brace himself for shot Priscilla. I would say sonic 
hmgs to that starry-eyed Virginia Military Institute graduate 
that nobody was there to say to me. § 

1 would tell him that his school’s ancient honor code was a 

never s ear i,“ w™ 6 oB - “ New lie - »*ver cheat, 

never steal, it says. We were lied to about the bomb We 

were cheated out of a normal life. We had our lives stolen 

rom us by a useless nuclear experiment. Oh, I would have 

old him about all the hideous things that were about to hap 

J P eremiah P ^ WOuM ^ ^ me as an Hy 

Then I would have gone with him, thirty minutes later toi 

sixlifferfnt 5 f 3Ce hUndred carcino §ens in thirty 

different forms were poisoning the air he breathed He 

ten himTa't Wh T ^ reBS “"' n S | y »nd smile. I wolld 

hundred Hmi* - thal rad,atl ° n see P in § into his insides was a 

nrnhlhf h & 3S that bad § e recorded. He’d 

probably have gone on smiling, for the dangers I was warning 

out are unseen, and unfelt, contrasted to the blinding light 
intense heat and crushing force of the bomb. Why fear what 
you cannot hear, see, or feel? y 

. n !l nd K then 1 1 haVC told him that y ears ^ter, brought to his 
nees by nameless, ravaging maladies, he would turn for help 

to those who d ordered him into the trench. They’ll sneer and 
laugh when they see you, I’d say, and tell youVours was a 

geUost^What u fawling , in f to that trench * T hey’ll tell you to 

only something vve call^f hal/rem^the/ri say. n Besides ^we^re 
believe you 

Unbelievable and terrifyingly un-American, but what hap- 
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pened happened, and is still happening—to a young Lieuten¬ 
ant Saffer and now to an older and wiser author Saffer. 

During my search for the truth I would be totally shocked 
and appalled by the hostile comments of those whom I 
thought were in the business of assisting atomic veterans. I 
would not know where to turn next. But then, when things 
appeared the darkest, I would be befriended by a man who 
had encountered the same things. But he fought back and 
won. He would give me hope and purpose when the govern¬ 
ment’s attitude, my illness, and the absence of medical 
answers had thrown me into deep depression. 

And then my friend, whom I had come to admire as much 
as any man I had ever known, would die. And I would stand 
by his casket the day of his funeral. 

Then I would promise the spirit of my friend that I would 
complete what had become so significantly important to both 
of us. I would tell his spirit that I would not fail him. The 
story of the atomic veteran would be told the way he 
intended it to be. I would not stop until I wrote the final 
words of Countdown Zero. 
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Orville Kelly and I started this book in Burlington, Iowa, and 
Newport Beach, California, in November 1979, and I com¬ 
pleted it in Washington, D.C., in October 1981. 

I began the work as an inquisitive person who had nothing 
more to work with than some horrifying recollections and a 
title and a few pages of manuscript from a man who always 
wanted to write his third book entitled Countdown Zero. 
Orville Kelly chose the title, but the residue from nuclear 
weapons claimed him before he could write the book. 

At times I felt I had embarked upon an impossible task, but 
one discovery begat another, and slowly the pieces of the puz¬ 
zle began to come together. The facts I uncovered were often 
staggering and at times frightening. 

As long as I live I shall never forget the expression on Dr. 
Gerald Johnson’s face when I told him what happened to us 
in the trenches when the Hood shot was detonated. He reg¬ 
istered disbelief and horror, and for the first time, I think, he 
realized that the military had ordered real human beings into 
those trenches when he was detonating the explosions in 
Nevada in 1957. But Johnson and I recognized that neither of 
us was supposed to know what the other was doing at the test 
site. Dr. Johnson has, since his nuclear weapons testing days, 
made official attempts to stop the arms race. He was the per¬ 
sonal representative of Harold Brown at SALT II and is cur¬ 
rently working on a plan to have the inventories of the world 
nuclear arsenals cut in half. 
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Gerry Johnson and I are but two veterans of nuclear testiii/; 
who were eyewitnesses to the horrible destructive power <>l 
nuclear weapons. Now, twenty-four years after our Nevad.i 
Test Site experiences, we agree that if this bull-headal 
nuclear march to potential oblivion is not stopped, the consc 
quences could lead to the end of civilization as we know il 

The atomic veteran story is important in one way, because 
people must be warned that any of them could easily become 
atomic veterans if the dedication to maintaining nuclcai 
weapons supremacy remains unchecked. 

However, we cannot change the past; we can only learn 
from it. And, to my knowledge, never has such blatant disrc 
gard for human life been allowed to continue unchecked foi 
so long a period. During the writing of this book, eight of tin¬ 
men I interviewed died; their average age was 46.6 years. To 
the end, with but one exception, all eight were denied assis 
tance by the Veterans Administration. 

In my estimation, atomic veterans as a population are expe¬ 
riencing a mortality/morbidity rate three to five times that ol 
the general population. 

The solution to the tragedy of the casualties of the nuclear 
age is far from resolved, and perhaps the atomic veterans 
were not sacrificed in vain. They shall continue to be the 
living and dying examples of the victims of a technology that 
outgrew the moral responsibility of the participants. I hope 
Americans will be outraged enough to assure that the tragedy 
of the atomic veterans and their civilian counterparts will 
never be repeated. It is sad to see that so many Americans 
have become victims of government technology. 

—T.H.S. 
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From The New York Times, February 8,1982: 

Sacramento, Calif., Feb. 7 (UPI)—A former Army 
medic, breaking 25 years of silence, said today that 
he was ordered to enter false data to hide the fact 
that soldiers at four atomic tests in 1956 and 1957 
were exposed to dangerously high levels of radia¬ 
tion. 

The former medic. Van R. Brandon, said the top 
secret medical group he had been in kept two sets of 
ledgers to record radiation readings from film 
badges worn by soldiers at the Yucca Flat, Nev., test 
site. . . . 

“We were instructed to keep two sets of books,” 

Mr. Brandon said. “One set was to show that no one 
received an exposure above the approved dosimeter 
reading. 

“The other set of books was to show what the 
actual reading was. That set of books was brought in 
in a locked briefcase attached to a man’s wrist by a 
set of handcuffs every morning,” he said. 

On February 9,1982, the Department of Energy, the succes¬ 
sor to the Atomic Energy Commission, denied all of Bran¬ 
don’s allegations. 
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Appendix 

Roll Call 


Taps 

Mike Esperanza—cancer 
Charles Broudy—cancer 
Bill Starbuck—cancer 
Orville Kelly—cancer 
John Loveridge—cancer 
Paul Cooper—leukemia 
Carl Mautte—leukemia 
Patrick Stout—leukemia 
Claude Eatherley—cancer 
Wayne Moore—perished in a fire 
John Wayne—cancer 
Susan Hayward—cancer 
Agnes Moorehead—cancer 
Dick Powell—cancer 

Elizabeth Catalan’s family: father—cancer, 
sister—unknown cause 
Charles Fleming—unknown cause 
James Kleinschmidt—cancer 
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Delayed Radiation Illness 

Israel Torres—tumors, leukemia 
Charles Trent—cancer 

Jack Fisher—loss of one eye, left leg amputated 
Donald Coe—leukemia 
James Elliott—totally disabled 
Sam Scione—totally disabled 
Ted Lombard—totally disabled 
Physician at shot Grable—totally disabled 
Jim O’Connor—totally disabled 
Former AEC field worker—cancer 

How to Make a Freedom of Information 
Act Request: 

Every citizen of the United States is entitled to obtain 
declassified documents from federal agencies. Further, re 
quests may be made to have classified documents declassi 
fied. 

The Center for National Security Studies, 122 Maryland 
Avenue N.E., Washington, D.C., 20002, publishes two 
guides: 

Using the Freedom of Information Act: A Step by Step 
Guide 

The 1981 Editon of Litigation Under the Federal Free¬ 
dom of Information Act and Privacy Act 

Source for Defense Nuclear Agency Reports: 

Address: Washington, D.C. 20305 

1. The Fact Sheet—toll-free number: (800) 336-3068 

2. DNA reports of nuclear tests where military partici¬ 
pants were present may be obtained from: 
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National Technical Information Service 
5825 Port Royal Road 
Springfield, Virginia 22161 
Attn: Order Department 

In order to obtain the reports you should have the reporting 
agency’s file number, obtainable from the DNA computer¬ 
ized listing of published reports. Some of the reports are 
maintained in public and university libraries throughout the 
United States. 

Atomic Veterans Organizations: 

The National Association of Atomic Veterans 

1109 Franklin Street 

Burlington, Iowa 52501 

Phone: (319) 753-6112 

Director: Wanda Kelly 

Australian Nuclear Veterans Association 
P.O. Box 145 

Moorooka, Queensland, 4105 

Australia 

Attn: Pat Creevy 

Civilian Organizations: 

National Committee for Radiation Victims 
317 Pennsylvania Ave., SE 
Washington, D.C. 20003 
Director: Karen Wilson 

Citizens’ Call for Utah 
3046 East 7145 South 
Salt Lake City, Utah 84121 
Director: Elizabeth Catalan 
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Nevada Test Site Radiation Victims Association 
953 E. Sahara, Suite E 15A 
Las Vegas, Nevada 89114 
President: Bennie F. Levy 

Legal Assistance: 

The National Veterans’ Law Center 
Washington College of Law 
Massachusetts and Nebraska Avenue N.W. 

Washington, D.C. 20016 
Director: Lewis Milford 
Phone: (202) 686-2741 

Medical Assistance: 

Susan Lambert, M.D. 

Henry Vyner, M.D. 

Radiation Research Institute 
2288 Fulton Street, Suite 306 
Berkeley, California 94704 
Phone: (415) 848-8056 

Political Assistance: 

Your U.S. representatives and senators have offices in your 
state or district and in Washington, D.C. Consult your local 
library for the Congressional Directory Committees of the 97 th 
Congress which has a complete listing of all elected represen¬ 
tatives and their committees. 

Senate: 

The Senate Veteran Affairs Committee 
Alan K. Simpson, Wyoming, Chairman 
Jonathan R. Steinberg, chief counsel 
United States Senate 
Washington, D.C. 20510 
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House of Representatives: 

The House Veteran Affairs Committee 
G. V. (Sonny) Montgomery, Mississippi, 
Chairman 

Mack G. Fleming, chief counsel 
U.S. House of Representatives 
Washington, D.C. 20515 


Attorneys in the United States who have filed suit on behalf of 
radiation victims: 

Ronald Bakal 
Beverly Hills, California 

Client: Patricia Broudy, widow of atomic veteran 
*Cooper Brown 

National Association of Atomic Veterans 
1109 Franklin Street 
Burlington, Iowa 

Client: Atomic veteran, Honolulu, Hawaii 

Graham and McClelland 
Zanesville, Ohio 

Client: Marjorie Everett, widow of atomic veteran 

The National Veterans Law Center 
Washington, D.C. 

Clients: The National Association of Atomic Veterans and 
eight individual atomic veterans and one widow 

Steve Phillips 

Kriendler and Kriendler 

New York, New York 

Client: Stanley Jaffe, atomic veteran 
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Frank Silvestri 

New Orleans, Louisiana 

Client: Ellis Gaspard, atomic veteran 

Stewart Udall 
Phoenix, Arizona 

Clients: Downwind residents from the Nevada Test Site 

Nevada Test Site workers; uranium miners in the West 

Johns and Johns 

Las Vegas, Nevada 

Clients: Nevada Test Site Workers 

Ben Kuby 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

Clients: The children of Howard Hinkie, atomic veteran 

Herb B. Newberg 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

Clients: Six atomic veterans in class action suit 

*Client received settlement 


Center for Disease Control—Epidemiological Study — 

Shot Smoky 

Address inquiries to: The Epidemiological Study 
c/o Glynn Caldwell 
Center for Disease Control 
Atlanta, Georgia 30333 
or phone: (404) 329-3963, 452-4087 

Information released in a preliminary report, September 
1980, and published in the Journal of the American Medical 
Association, October 4,1980. 
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Smoky participants: 3,225 

Contacted: 2,595 

Results: 

Leukemia Cell Type Cases Observed 

Cases Expected 

All types 

9 

3-5 

Acute myelo¬ 

4 

1.1 

cytic 

Chronic myelo¬ 

3 

0.7 

cytic 

Hairy cell 

1 

0 

AML and CML 

7 

1.8 


Nuclear Detonations 

Total world number and yield of nuclear detonations through 
1962: 

Cumulative Total: 441 
Cumulative Yield: 255,705 kilotons or 18,265 
Hiroshimas 

Total world number and yield of nuclear detonations through 
1975: 

Cumulative Total: 801 

Cumulative Yield: 325,045 kilotons or 23,218 Hiroshi¬ 
mas 

Countries that participated in atmospheric nuclear testing: 
United States, U.S.S.R., United Kingdom, France, Peoples 
Republic of China, India. 

Source: Health Physics, Pergamon Press, Northern Ireland, 
July 1977 
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Number of Nuclear Weapons in World Arsenal: 


United States.30,200 

U.S.S.R.21,000 

France.49 x 

United Kingdom.364 

China.194 

India.Unknown 


Source: World Military and Social Expenditures 1980 , by 
Ruth Leger Sivard 


Veterans Instructions for Filing Disability Claim 

Contact your closest regional Veterans Administration 
office and obtain two forms: 

1. Veterans application for compensation or pension, Form 
21-526. 

2. Standard Form 180 
Procedure: 

Form 21-526 is the form used for information pertaining to 
your case. Form 180 is the form used to request your military 
personnel and medical records. Locations of the record center 
for each branch of the service are found on the back of this 
form. 

In Section II of Form 180, it is suggested you state: 

“I request a copy of my entire military record, including all 
service medical records and other documents relating to my 
military service. In addition, I wish to obtain a record of my 
radiation exposure that may be contained in my military 
records or in records maintained by agencies that are affil 
iated with the Department of Defense.” 

In Section IV of Form 180, you should state: 

“Claim for veteran’s benefits.” 

You should obtain the following information: 

a. The dates and location of the nuclear tests 
where you were present. 


318 


Appendix 


b. The operation or test shot code names. 

c. The number of tests in which you were a partici¬ 
pant. 

d. The name of the organization to which you were 
assigned; your branch of service and your rank and 
serial number at the time of the test. 

e. The duty station from which you were sent to the 
test site. 

f. A detailed description of your activities during the 
entire period of participation as best you can recall, 
to include: 

1. How far you were from ground zero or surface zero 
during each explosion. 

2. Your position during the detonation (trench, ship, 
under cover, in the open, closed vehicle, plane, etc.). 

3. Did you move to or toward ground zero or surface 
zero after the detonation? If so, how soon and how 
close to the detonation point did you proceed? 

4. How long you remained in the vicinity of the explo¬ 
sion and after advancing to the close proximity of the 
detonation point. 

5. What were the conditions around you? 

a. Wind changes 

b. Fallout 

c. Heavy dust, dirt or debris 

g. Whether a film badge was issued and worn. 

h. Names of other military personnel who were with 
you at the time of participation. 

i. Complete clinical records of all medical care 
received during or after service tenure. Include all 
tissue blocks, slides, or other pathology samples. 
Keep one set yourself. Send a set via certified mail or 
have your physican and/or hospital send this vital 
information by certified mail. 

j. Attempt to obtain from physicians, nuclear physi¬ 
cists and/or health physicists letters to support your 
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claim that your illness was caused by exposure to 
ionizing radiation. 

Assistance in obtaining information to support your data for 
disability claim: 

1. Dates and places of tests: 

a. National Association of Atomic Veterans 

b. Defense Nuclear Agency 

2. Individual maneuvers at test sites: 

Project coordinators—National Association of 
Atomic Veterans 

3. Military radiation exposure, alternate source: 
Reynolds Electrical and Engineering Company 
(REECO) 

P.O. Box 14100 
Las Vegas, Nevada 

4. “Procedures for Adjudication of Ionizing Radiation 
Claims” This is a VA publication that delineates 
VA procedures that are used in judging a veteran’s 
radiation claim. These forms may be obtained from 
the National Association of Atomic Veterans. 

Procedural and Appellate Rights of the Veteran as published 
by the Veterans Administration: 

Representation: You may be represented, without charge, 
by an accredited representative of a veterans organization 01 
other service organization recognized by the Administrator 
of Veterans Affairs, or you may employ an attorney to assist 
you with your claim. Typical examples of counsel who may 
be available include attorneys in private practice or legal aid 
services. The services of a recognized attorney are subject to 
a maximum fee limitation of $10, set forth in 38 U.S.C 
3404(c). 

New Evidence: You may submit additional evidence to 
strengthen your claim. It is in your interest to send us any 
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new evidence as promptly as possible. We will carefully con¬ 
sider it and let you know whether it changes our decision. 

Personal Hearing: If you desire a personal hearing to pres¬ 
ent evidence or argument on any point of importance in your 
claim, notify this office and we will arrange a time and place 
for the hearing. You may bring witnesses if you desire and 
their testimony will be entered in the record. The VA will 
furnish the hearing room, provide hearing officials, and pre¬ 
pare the transcript of the proceedings. The VA cannot pay 
any other expenses of the hearing, since a personal hearing is 
not required. 

Appeal: You may appeal our decision to the Board of 
Veterans Appeals at any time within one year from the date 
of this letter if you believe the decision is not in accord with 
the law and facts now of record. You can start the appeal 
process by filing a Notice of Disagreement. You may do this 
by writing a letter to this office stating that you wish to 
appeal. If more than one benefit is involved, you should iden¬ 
tify the benefit or benefits for which you are appealing. If you 
decide to appeal, we will advise you further as to your proce¬ 
dural rights as your claim progresses through the several 
stages of the appeal process. 
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Glossary 

Radiation: A Brief Explanation 

The type of radiation emitted from nuclear explosions is 
called ionizing radiation. Ionizing radiation includes: x-rays, 
gamma rays, alpha, beta, and neutron radiation, natural back¬ 
ground radiation, medical x-rays, and that emitted in all 
phases of the nuclear fuel cycle from mining and milling to 
waste storage. Ionizing radiations which are hazardous to the 
human body fall into two categories: 1) external radiation 
which originates from a radioactive source or material outside 
the body, and 2) internal radiation which results when a 
radioactive material is deposited inside the body through 
inhalation, ingestion, and/or breaks in the skin. 

When radiation enters the body, one of four events may 
occur: 

x) it may pass through the cell without causing any dam¬ 
age; 

2) it may damage the cell, but the damage may be 
repaired; 

3) it may damage the cell, but the cell may divide before 
being repaired; 

4) it may kill the cell. 

Internally deposited radioactive material is extremely haz¬ 
ardous since it produces constant radiation exposure until it is 
removed from the body by excretion or decay. The half-life of 
a radionuclide refers to the time necessary for one half of a 
given amount of it to decay. 
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The most common measurements of human radiation arc 
rads and rems. Both refer to the amount of radiation absorbed 
by the body, but the rem is a more precise measurement of 
biological damage. Because the rem is an inconveniently 
large unit for radiation protection purposes, doses are often 
expressed in millirems (mrem). One rem equals 1000 milli- 
rems. 

Compiled from: “Basic Radiological Safety Training Manu 
al,” prepared by Radiological Safety Division, Reynolds Elec¬ 
trical and Engineering Co., Inc., February, 1959, and “Radia¬ 
tion Health Information Packet,” prepared by Environmental 
Policy Institute, 317 Pennsylvania Avenue, S.E., Washington, 
D.C. 20003. 

Where and what types of radioactive elements attack the 
human body: 


Bone 

Half-life 

Barium 140 

13 days 

Phosphorous 32 

14 days 

Promethium 147 

2 years 

Plutonium 239 

24,000 years 

Radium 226 

1,620 years 

Ruthenium 106 

1 year 

Strontium 90 

28 years 

Yitrium 90 

2 years 

Zinc 65 

245 days 

Liver 

Cobalt 60 

5 years 

Lungs 

Krypton 85 

10 years 

Radon 222 

38 days 

Plutonium 239 

24,000 years 

Uranium 233 

162,000 years 


324 


Glossary 


Muscle 

Cesium 137 3 ° years 

Potassium 42 12 hours 

Ovaries and Testes 
Barium 140 13 days 

Cesium 137 3 ° years 

Cobalt 60 5 years 

Iodine 131 8 days 

Krypton 85 10 years 

Potassium 42 12 hours 

Plutonium 239 24,000 years 

Ruthenium 106 1 year 

Zinc 65 245 days 

Skin 

Sulfur 35 8 7 days 

Thyroid 

Iodine 131 _ 8 days _ 

Source: Corbet P. Stewart, Toxicology Mechanisms and A na- 
lytical Methods, Academic Press, 1962 


Definition of Terms: 

A nuclear weapon exploded at an 
altitude of more than 500 feet. 

A helium nucleus, consisting of 
two protons and two neutrons, 
with a double positive charge. 
The smallest particle of an ele¬ 
ment. 

An all-inclusive term for the mix¬ 
ture of hot gases, smoke, dust, 
and other particulate matter from 


airburst 
alpha particle 

atom 

atomic cloud 
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beta particle 


dosimeter 


fallout 


film badge 


fission 


the bomb itself and from the 
environment, which is carried 
aloft in conjunction with the ris 
ing ball of fire produced by the 
detonation of a nuclear/atomic 
weapon. 

A charge particle emitted from 
the nucleus of an atom and hav¬ 
ing a mass and charge equal in 
magnitude to those of the elec¬ 
tron. 

An individual dosage-indicating 
device—more specifically, a di¬ 
rect-reading quartz-fiber elec¬ 
troscope sensitive to gamma ra¬ 
diation and about the size of a 
fountain pen. Otherwise known 
as a pocket dosimeter, a pocket 
electroscope, or a quartz-fiber do¬ 
simeter. 

The process or phenomenon of 
the fall back to the earth’s surface 
of particles contaminated with ra¬ 
dioactive material from the nu¬ 
clear cloud. The term is also 
applied in a collective sense to 
the contaminated particulate 
matter itself. 

A small packet containing photo¬ 
graphic film which is used to 
obtain individual radiation dos¬ 
age readings. Readings are pri¬ 
marily of gamma radiation. 

The process whereby the nucleus 
of a particular heavy element 
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fusion 


gamma rays 


Geiger counter 


genetic effect 
of radiation 

ground zero 


splits into (generally) two nuclei 
of lighter elements, with the re¬ 
lease of substantial amounts of 
energy. The most important fis¬ 
sionable materials are uranium 
235 and plutonium 239. 

The process whereby the nuclei 
of light elements, especially those 
of the isotopes of hydrogen, 
namely, deuterium and tritium, 
combine to form the nucleus of a 
heavier element with the release 
of substantial amounts of ener¬ 
gy. 

High frequency (short wave) elec¬ 
tromagnetic radiation emitted by 
some radioactive nuclei. These 
rays differ from other magnetic 
radiations primarily in that they 
result from transformations with¬ 
in the nuclei of atoms rather than 
from the electrons outside the 
nucleus as in the case of x-rays. 
These rays move at the speed of 
light 

A low-dose-rate, high-sensitivity 
detector of beta and gama radia¬ 
tions. It may be either a light¬ 
weight portable detector or a lab¬ 
oratory instrument. Also known 
as a Geiger-Muller counter. 
Inheritable changes, chiefly mu¬ 
tations, produced by the absorp¬ 
tion of ionizing radiations. 

The point on the surface of the 
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half-life 


hydrogen bomb 


kiloton 


megaton 

neutron 


land or water vertically below or 
above the center of a burst of a 
nuclear weapon. 

The period of time it takes for the 
radioactivity of any amount of the 
element to be reduced by half, 
i.e., The half-life of strontium 90 
is twenty-eight years. Starting 
with one pound of strontium 90, 
in twenty-eight years there will 
be one half pound of radioactive 
material, in twenty-eight more 
years there will be one quarter 
pound, etc. 

A term sometimes applied to nu¬ 
clear weapons in which part of 
the explosive energy is obtained 
from nuclear fusion (or thermo¬ 
nuclear) reactions. 

The energy of a nuclear explo¬ 
sion which is equivalent to that 
produced by the explosion of 1 
kiloton (i.e., 1,000 tons) of TNT. 
An explosive force equal to 
1,000,000 tons of TNT, or 1,000 
kilotons. 

Elementary nuclear particle with 
a mass approximately the same as 
that of a hydrogen atom and elec¬ 
trically neutral. Neutrons attack 
the central nervous system caus¬ 
ing immediate nausea, diarrhea, 
and convulsions. Depending on 
the dose, some victims die within 
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Nevada Test Site 
(NTS) 

nuclear radiation 


rad 


radiation sickness 


rem 


shock wave 


hours, while for others, death 
comes sixty to ninety days later 
with respiratory failure, delirium, 
or coma. Those not killed would 
be prone to leukemia or other 
cancers in later years. 

A 1,350-square-mile area in south¬ 
ern Nevada about 65 miles north¬ 
west of Las Vegas. 

Particulate and electromagnetic 
radiation emitted from atomic 
nuclei in various nuclear pro¬ 
cesses. From a weapons stand¬ 
point the important nuclear ra¬ 
diations are alpha and beta parti¬ 
cles, gamma rays, and neutrons. 
All nuclear radiations are ioniz¬ 
ing radiations. 

A unit of absorbed dose of radia¬ 
tion; it represents the absorption 
of 100 ergs of nuclear (or ionizing) 
radiation per gram of the absorb¬ 
ing material or tissue. 

A syndrome characterized by nau¬ 
sea, vomiting, diarrhea, and psy¬ 
chic depression, following expo¬ 
sure to appreciable doses of ioniz¬ 
ing radiation. 

a unit of biological dose of radia¬ 
tion; the acronym derives from 
“roentgen equivalent man.” 

A continuously propagated pres¬ 
sure pulse (or wave) in the sur¬ 
rounding medium which may be 
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thermonuclear 

device 


weapons effects 


yield 


air, water, or earth, initiated by 
the expansion of the hot gases 
produced in an explosion. 

A hydrogen bomb in which very 
high temperatures are induced by 
a fission reaction to bring about 
the fusion of light nuclei to form 
the nucleus of a heavier atom, 
thus releasing a large amount of 
energy and producing fewer ra 
dioactive isotopes (fission prod 
ucts). 

A nuclear detonation conducted 
for the purpose of testing a nu¬ 
clear device intended for a specif¬ 
ic type of weapon system. 

The total effective energy re¬ 
leased in a nuclear (or atomic) 
explosion. It is usually expressed 
in terms of the equivalent ton¬ 
nage of TNT required to produce 
the same energy release in an 
explosion. The total energy yield 
is manifested as nuclear radiation, 
thermal radiation, and shock (and 
blast) energy, the actual distribu¬ 
tion being dependent upon the 
medium in which the explosion 
occurs (primarily and also upon 
the type of weapon and the time 
after detonation). 
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Specific citations are not given for material obtained by 
Thomas H. Saffer during the course of confidential inter¬ 
views with individuals who were involved in the atmospheric 
nuclear weapons testing program. 

Abbreviations: AEC = Atomic Energy Commission 

UCRL = University of California Radiation 
Laboratory 
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